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What If?
The mystery surrounding Simulmatics started with its name.
—Statement to Simulmatics Corporation stockholders, 1966
The geodesic dome in Wading River, Long Island, where Simulmatics met in 1961, with the Greenfields’ house to the right.
The scientists of the Simulmatics Corporation spent the summer of 1961 on a beach on Long Island beneath a geodesic dome that looked as if it had landed there, amid the dunes, a spaceship gone to ground. 1 Inside, they wrote mathematical formulas on blackboards. Chalk dusted their fingertips. Reams of perforated computer printouts unfurled across the floor.
The Simulmatics Corporation, Cold War America’s Cambridge Analytica, claimed credit for having gotten John F. Kennedy elected president of the United States in November 1960. Months later, its scientists spent a summer at the beach planning new projects for their invention: a computer program designed to predict and manipulate human behavior, all sorts of human behavior, from buying a dishwasher to countering an insurgency to casting a vote. They called it the People Machine. 2
Hardly anyone, almost no one, remembers Simulmatics anymore. But beneath that honeycombed dome, the scientists of this long-vanished American corporation helped build the machine in which humanity would, by the twenty-first century, find itself trapped and tormented: stripped bare, driven to distraction, deprived of its senses, interrupted, exploited, directed, connected and disconnected, bought and sold, alienated and coerced, confused, misinformed, and even governed. They never meant to hurt anyone.
They were young men, the best and the brightest, fatally brilliant, Icaruses with wings of feathers and wax, flying to the sun. “The scientists are from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Yale, Harvard, Columbia and Johns Hopkins,” the New York Times reported. “They are preparing to work with electronic computers, the giant question-answering devices in use for some years, but are using social and economic data and their own knowledge to work out new programs for computer simulation, the name given to the technique of acting out, so to speak, all the probabilities that might flow from a given set of circumstances.” 3 They wrote in a new language, FORTRAN, using an expression known as an IF/THEN statement to instruct a computer to simulate possible actions and calculate their consequences, under different conditions, again and again and again. IF this, THEN that. IF this, THEN that. IF this, THEN that, an infinity of outcomes.
To the beach that summer, they brought their wives and their children. The men wore bathing trunks and polo shirts and pondered punch cards; the women wore summer dresses and sandals and made potato salad and tuna salad and barbecue and macaroni salad and ham salad and pots of stew and piles of corn on the cob; their children—seventeen of them in all—waded in the ocean and built sandcastles, Camelots-by-the-sea, and sailed one-masted Sunfishes and chased a black poodle named Sputnik up and down the beach and over the creek. The children got so badly sunburned that at night their mothers doused them with vinegar to cool their skin: they smelled like pickles. On rainy days, they played Monopoly, hopscotching from Park Place to the B. & O. Railroad, collecting two hundred dollars every time they passed Go, and trying, as all monopolists must, to keep out of jail. The wives traded paperback copies of Peyton Place, a steamy novel about sex and female rebellion, its pages wilted from the humidity. 4 And everything, and everyone, was covered with sand, as if, if they’d stayed there long enough, they’d have been buried, like ancient Egyptians.
The sun rises, the sun sets, and still no one ever really knows what will happen next. In a world of endless uncertainty, the forecasting of the future began with the very oldest human societies. The Greeks built a shrine to the Oracle of Delphi; the Incas built a temple to the Oracle at Pachacamac. Buddhists, Muslims, Christians, Jews, every religion, every culture: all have had their prophets and their temples, their diviners, their readers of omens, their seers. Time passed, centuries, millennia. And then, beginning in the middle decades of the twentieth century, Americans began building machines meant to serve as their oracles, new seers, electronic prophets, diviners of data.
Founded in 1959, the Simulmatics Corporation established offices in New York, Washington, Cambridge, and, eventually, Saigon before it declared bankruptcy, in 1970. The company wore a cloak of intrigue. This was, in part, unintentional. “The mystery surrounding Simulmatics started with its name,” its president once explained to the company’s stockholders. “We were a contraction of two words—‘simulation’ and ‘automatic.’ ” 5 Its founders hoped the name would become a watchword, a byword, like “cybernetics.” It did not. The obscurity of the word “simulmatics” is a measure of their failure. But its meaning is a measure of their ambition: to automate the simulation of human behavior.
The scientists of the Simulmatics Corporation acted on the proposition that if they could collect enough data about enough people and feed it into a machine, everything, one day, might be predictable, and everyone, every human mind, simulated, each act anticipated, automatically, and even driven and directed, by targeted messages as unerring as missiles. Facebook, Palantir, Cambridge Analytica, Amazon, the Internet Research Agency, Google—they were all incubated there, beneath that honeycombed dome by the edge of the gray-green sea, like so many eggs.
Simulmatics’ scientists were known as the What-If Men. They believed that by simulating human behavior, their People Machine could help the human race avert each and every disaster. It could defeat communism. It could counter insurgencies. It could win elections. It could sell mouthwash. It could accelerate news, like so much amphetamine. It could calm agitated wives. It could win the war in Vietnam by targeting hearts and minds. It could predict race riots, and even plagues. It could end chaos. The scientists of Simulmatics believed they had invented “the A-bomb of the social sciences.” 6 They did not predict that it would take decades to detonate, like a long-buried grenade.
Still, even at the time, the People Machine seemed to many people to be a species of madness, a harbinger of a coming dystopia. In 1964, the Simulmatics Corporation served as the subject of two ominous novels. In Eugene Burdick’s political thriller The 480, a barely disguised “Simulations Enterprises,” equipped with hulking, sinster IBM computers, meddles with the 1964 U.S. presidential election. In Daniel F. Galouye’s Simulacron-3, science fiction set in the year 2033, specialists in the field of “simulectronics” build a people machine—“a total environment simulator”—only to discover that they themselves don’t exist and are instead merely the ethereal, Escherian inventions of yet another people machine. 7 After that, Simulmatics lived on, in fiction and film, an anonymous avatar. In 1973, the avant-garde German filmmaker Rainer Werner Fassbinder adapted Simulacron-3 into World on a Wire, a terrifying futurist tour de force, a forerunner to the 1999 film The Matrix in which all of humanity lives in a simulation, locked, trapped, deluded, and dehumanized; Matrix’s main character, trying to set humanity free, hides stolen software inside a hollowed-out copy of Jean Baudrillard’s 1981 book, Simulacra and Simulation, a metatext about the meaningless “hell of simulation.” 8
In fiction and film, Dr. Frankenstein yielded to Dr. Jekyll and, finally, to Dr. Strangelove, as mad science moved from biology to chemistry to physics. But Simulmatics’ fiction-and-film avatar—the mad scientist of computer science—is wildly outsized, the lengthening shadow of a very small man. The Simulations Enterprises of The 480 is a megacorporation, and the simulectronics specialists in Simulacron-3 are technical geniuses. The real Simulmatics Corporation was a tiny, struggling company, its technicians bumbling, its accounts disastrous. It soared and then it sank, like a helium balloon. The geodesic dome became a Space Burger, a drive-through hamburger joint.
And yet Simulmatics’ legacy endures in predictive analytics, what-if simulation, and behavioral data science: it lurks behind the screen of every device. Simulmatics, notwithstanding its own failure, helped invent the data-mad and near-totalitarian twenty-first century, in which the only knowledge that counts is prediction and, before and after the coming of the coronavirus, corporations extract wealth by way of the collection of data and the manipulation of attention and the profit of prophecy. In a final irony, Simulmatics, whose very past has been all but erased, helped invent a future obsessed with the future, and yet unable to improve it.
Simulmatics’ own origins lie still further back in time, in the early-twentieth-century science of psychological warfare: the control of people’s minds by assault, interruption, and distraction. Simulmatics’ scientists carried that work into the 1950s, the age of the modern computer, and into electoral politics, with a commission from the Democratic National Committee during the 1960 presidential election, and then into targeted advertising. Later, they flew that work across an ocean, to Vietnam, until student protesters called them war criminals.
It would be easier, more comforting, less unsettling, if the scientists of Simulmatics were villains. But they weren’t. They were midcentury white liberals in an era when white liberals were not expected to understand people who weren’t white or liberal. They were husbands and fathers in an age when men were not expected to understand women and children. By “human behavior,” they meant the behavior of men; by “artificial intelligence,” they meant their own intelligence—a fantasy of their own intelligence—which they intended to graft onto a machine. They did not consider the intelligence of women to be intelligence; they did not consider a female understanding of human behavior to be knowledge.
They built a machine to control and predict what they could not. They are the long-dead, white-whiskered grandfathers of Mark Zuckerberg and Sergey Brin and Jeff Bezos and Peter Thiel and Marc Andreessen and Elon Musk. The Simulmatics Corporation is a missing link in the history of technology, a clasp that fastens the first half of the twentieth century to the beginning of the twenty-first, a future in which humanity’s every move is predicted by algorithms that attempt to direct and influence our each and every decision through the simulation of our very selves, this particular hell.
If, then, in the 1950s and 1960s, things had gone differently, this future might have been averted. If, then, history had taken a different course, humanity might not have been demoted, humanistic knowledge might still be cherished, and democracy might have grown stronger, not weaker. Or very little might have been different. It is not possible to know. No machine can run an IF/THEN program backward, calculating possible pasts. History cannot answer “What if?” But it can explain what happened, and why.
The future invented by Simulmatics has a past, a history washed away, like a sandcastle, by the tide of time. It can only be pieced back together grain by grain, each parapet and battlement, each rampart and turret, every last feature of its towering audacity.
The new underworld is made up of innocent and well-intentioned people who work with slide rules and calculating machines and computers which can retain an almost infinite number of bits of information as well as sort, categorize, and reproduce this information at the press of a button. Most of these people are highly educated, many of them are Ph.D.s, and none that I have met have malignant political designs on the American public. They may, however, radically reconstruct the American political system, build a new politics, and even modify revered and venerable American institutions—facts of which they are blissfully innocent.
—Eugene Burdick, The 480, 1964
Given that A knows B, what is the probability that B knows n persons in the circle of acquaintances of A?
—Ithiel de Sola Pool, 1956
The inside of a mainframe computer, c. 1956.
It did Adlai Stevenson great harm, not having a wife, and trying to be funny all the time, too. Great harm.
—Gore Vidal, The Best Man, 1960
Ed and a pregnant Patty Greenfield, with Michael, 1954.
Ed Greenfield collected people the way other men collect comic books or old stamps or vintage cars. “Ed Greenfield,” he’d say, flashing a made-for-TV, Dean Martin grin, slapping a back, clasping a hand, offering a vodka and tonic, palming a business card, Edward L. Greenfield, President, Edward L. Greenfield & Co., 501 Madison Ave. He was like a ten-million-volt Looney Tunes electric magnet, a giant red-handled iron U that pulled everyone toward him, plink, plink, plink.
Greenfield founded the Simulmatics Corporation in 1959 and became its president, but the company was years in the making, and the use of computer technology to estimate probable human behavior, like any starry-eyed idea, involved scores of people. To pull off a big bank heist, you need a munitions expert, a surveillance guy, a computer whiz, a security team, a money man, and an all-around huckster. To pull off the computer prediction of human behavior, you need a political theorist, a mathematician, a behavioral scientist, a market researcher, a computer scientist, and an all-around huckster. Greenfield was the huckster. “If you see a frog sitting on top of a flag pole, you know it didn’t get up there by itself,” a very wise man once said. 1 Greenfield collected the men who figured out how to get the frog up there, watched them build the tools to do it, and then, when they were done, roped in a crowd, pointed to the top of the flag pole, and shouted, “Look, a frog!”
Ed Greenfield had thick, wavy black hair, a big nose, and jug-handle ears. He had wide shoulders and narrow hips and toothpick legs, misfit parts disguised by his custom-made suits. He was warm, loving, and affectionate and he was charming and he was sweetly funny and impossibly fun and he was sexy, in the way of a certain very dapper, animal of a man. He smoked Pall Malls, except when he was smoking a pipe that smelled like a campfire, of pine and night sky. He drank Scotch, in glasses made of crystal as clear as ice.
The future president of the Simulmatics Corporation was a Madison Avenue ad man—a “mad man”—and like all ad men, he sold nothing so well as himself. Born in Chicago in 1927, he was the only child of Jacob Greenfield, an insurance salesman who used to be a Communist, and Theodora Rubenstein, the daughter of a rabbi. He had a neat little résumé: “Edward L. Greenfield, Public Relations, N.Y.C. Formerly Univ. of Chicago, Yale Law School.” Most of these credentials were fake. He never graduated from the University of Chicago, or from Yale Law School, either. He went to Wabash College in Indiana for a year, in 1945, and then dropped out, and although he liked to tell people that he still owed the University of Chicago a library book, the University of Chicago has no record of his ever enrolling there. Neither does Yale Law School. 2 Still, he’d been to Yale and must’ve sat in on a seminar there, because once, when he applied for membership at the Yale Club of New York, Harold Lasswell, a dome-headed, grim-faced, world-famous Yale professor and expert on propaganda, vouched that Greenfield had studied with him in 1950. “Greenfield is a very convivial and attractive human being who has a very wide net of personal acquaintances in this country and abroad,” Lasswell testified. 3 Very convivial. Very wide net. A fisherman, fisher of men.
When Ed Greenfield was in his early twenties, he met the very smart and very pretty and sometimes terribly sad Patricia Safford, a talented pianist and dancer who’d studied with Martha Graham. Patty Safford was born in 1928; her mother was a Vienna-trained Freudian analyst and her much older and much-married father, Frank Safford, was an eminent neurosurgeon and patron of the arts. She spent her summers at the family’s forty acres of seaside and hills, a little village of cottages on Wading River, Long Island, with her father’s friends: artists, writers, and intellectuals who included the painters Willem and Elaine de Kooning, the poet Edwin Denby, and the novelist Richard Wright. Denby and the de Koonings made silent films starring the Safford children, Patty in a swimsuit, her little brother in a rowboat, abducted by pirates, kidnapped by a witch, rescued at the last minute: fairy tales in black and white, tales of sorcery. 4
In 1951, when Ed Greenfield and Patty Safford got married, Patty’s father gave them, as a wedding gift, a rambling old wooden Victorian house on the beach. It had a fireplace made of stones from Long Island Sound. Next door, another of Frank Safford’s friends, the visionary and eccentric architect Buckminster Fuller, would build for the Saffords one of his early geodesic domes, a shell of struts of aluminum and triangles of glass and porcelain, intricately balanced, a feat of engineering, a marvel, out of this world: the future summer headquarters of the Simulmatics Corporation. 5
Ed Greenfield had big ideas and big ideals, big liberal ideas. For all his hucksterism, he was much more than an ad man: he was a philanthropist earnestly dedicated to midcentury American liberalism. He raised money for liberal causes, especially civil rights and civil liberties; he grabbed checks out of thin air, like a magician who pulls a nickel out from behind your ear. He served on the boards of the Fund for the Republic (which fought for the freedom of speech), the American Freedom of Residence Fund (which fought for desegregated housing), and Operation Crossroads Africa (a precursor to the Peace Corps). The civil rights attorney Harris Wofford, who would serve as John F. Kennedy’s special assistant for civil rights and help found the Peace Corps in 1961, once advised Martin Luther King Jr., “Let me suggest that some time soon you try to talk with a good friend of mine, a very astute public relations man, Ed Greenfield.” 6
Very astute, my good friend, knows everyone. Very convivial. So fun. Warmhearted, witty. And that laugh. You’ll love him. Very wide net. He was here, he was there, he was everywhere, the beautiful and clever Patty on his arm.
But for all his interests and acquaintances, Ed Greenfield’s real passion was politics, Democratic politics, presidential politics. A huckster’s game.
The People Machine began as a glint in Ed Greenfield’s eye during the election of 1952, the first presidential election waged in the television age, the first presidential contest whose outcome was predicted by a computer, and the first presidential campaign orchestrated by a mass advertising firm. It was also, notably, a devastating loss for the Democratic Party.
Democrats had held the White House for two decades, since Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s historic election in 1932. By 1952, liberalism, which crossed party lines, appeared triumphant, unassailable. This turned out to have been an illusion, but at the time, it was hardly questioned. In the 1930s, Democrats and Republicans had fought over Roosevelt’s New Deal, with Democrats arguing for the regulation of business and banking, and Republicans opposed. And they’d fought over the United States’ entry into the Second World War, with Roosevelt in favor and Republican isolationists opposed. But starting in 1941, in the let’s-all-come-together war years, and after 1945, in the isn’t-life-grand postwar years, the distance between the parties had narrowed. What did they have left to fight over? After the Cold War began, in 1949, opposition to a common enemy tended to smooth over whatever differences remained. Republicans were still the party of business and Democrats the party of labor but both parties were liberal, and by 1952, Americans could hardly tell Democrats and Republicans apart: Tweedledee and Tweedledum.
Given that the differences between the parties were so few, the contest in 1952 seemed less likely to turn on policy issues than on the two candidates’ personalities, which made it a perfect campaign for Madison Avenue. This posed a problem for Democrats, since, with rare exceptions, Republicans made much better use of ad men than did Democrats, a problem that got a whole lot worse when the Democratic nominee, Adlai E. Stevenson, decided to run on a platform that included opposition to the influence of advertising agencies on American politics.
Advertising was booming. In 1935, the Manhattan phone book listed ten public relations firms. By the middle of the 1950s, that same phone book list covered seven columns and contained the names of more than seven hundred firms, including Edward L. Greenfield & Co. 7 During the Second World War, American manufacturers had churned out for the Allies not only arms and ammunitions but clothing and food and more. After the war, hoping not to close shop but instead to find new markets for consumer goods, manufacturers churned out everything from dishwashers to hair curlers to Barbie dolls. To sell these products—many of which no one had ever thought to make or own before—manufacturers turned to advertising agencies, whose industry, between 1950 and 1955, grew from $6 billion to $9 billion. “We don’t sell lipstick,” one manufacturer explained. “We buy customers.” 8
Political campaigns had begun turning to advertising agencies, too, saying, in effect, “We don’t sell candidates, we buy voters.” Shrewd observers greeted this development with alarm. In 1951, the fearless muckraker Carey McWilliams published an explosive three-part series in the Nation, a profile of a married couple, Clem Whitaker and Leone Baxter, who ran a California company called Campaigns, Inc., the first political consulting firm in the history of the world. 9 They’d opened shop in 1933, chiefly running political campaigns for Republican candidates. For a long time, they’d taken only California clients. But beginning in 1949, they’d engaged in a national campaign, and they’d won: retained by the American Medical Association, they’d defeated a national health insurance plan proposed by the Democratic president, Harry S. Truman—the last, unfinished work of the New Deal. The AMA paid Campaigns, Inc., $3.5 million. “This must be a campaign to arouse and alert the American people in every walk of life, until it generates a great public crusade and a fundamental fight for freedom,” Whitaker and Baxter’s Plan of Campaign began. “Any other plan of action, in view of the drift towards socialization and despotism all over the world, would invite disaster.” 10 When Whitaker and Baxter claimed that national health insurance amounted to socialized medicine, Truman fumed. Nothing in his bill, he insisted, “came any closer to socialism than the payments the American Medical Association makes to the advertising firm of Whitaker and Baxter to misrepresent my health program.” 11 Whitaker and Baxter, McWilliams concluded, represented the new, cynical future of American politics. “This is expert political management,” he wrote. “This is government by Whitaker and Baxter.” 12
For the Republican presidential nominee in 1952, Clem Whitaker and Leone Baxter liked the amiable and avuncular Dwight D. Eisenhower, former supreme commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force in Europe, a greatly admired war hero who had never been known to belong to either party. Eisenhower agreed to run out of a sense of duty to the country, even though he didn’t think military men should occupy the Oval Office. He didn’t enter the New Hampshire primary, but he won anyway, as a write-in, upsetting the conservative candidate, Robert Taft, an Ohio senator and the son of former president William Taft.
In 1952, most states didn’t hold primaries and instead chose their nominees at state nominating conventions. Primaries weren’t binding, and party leaders tended to ignore them. Instead, party leaders used polls to gauge the prospects of their candidates, and polls, of course, can be driven by advertising. Eisenhower won five primaries; Taft won six. But Eisenhower led in the polls. 13
That summer, delegates to the Republican National Convention met in the International Amphitheatre, on the South Side of Chicago. Like a lot of big halls, it had originally been built for livestock shows: promenades of cattle. The convention was televised live, coast to coast, a first. Eisenhower won on the first ballot. To balance the ticket, party leaders connived to anoint as his running mate the shovel-jawed young California senator Richard M. Nixon, a Whitaker and Baxter protégé. Eisenhower was sixty-two; Nixon, thirty-nine. Eisenhower was a liberal, Nixon a ferocious anti-Communist. Whitaker and Baxter ran the Eisenhower-Nixon campaign in California.
The Republicans had put together a formidable ticket. The Democrats were vulnerable. Truman had assumed the presidency in 1945 with FDR’s death and had been elected in 1948. He campaigned for a Fair Deal. But in 1952 he was unpopular, not least because voters blamed him for the United States’ involvement in the Korean War. He also faced a challenge from within his own party from slender Tennessee senator Estes Kefauver, who’d made a national name for himself by heading a sensational investigation into organized crime. “I’m running on my own,” Kefauver said, distancing himself from the party of Truman. Asked if he was a New Dealer and a Fair Dealer, he said, “Well, I don’t classify myself on the dealers. I believe in progress.” 14 Kefauver entered the Democratic primary in New Hampshire, where he campaigned in a coonskin hat by dogsled. When Kefauver won, Truman announced that he would not seek another term and instead urged his former secretary of commerce, Averell Harriman, a wealthy New York businessman, to seek the nomination. Harriman hired Edward L. Greenfield & Co. to help manage his campaign. Harriman won only one primary. Kefauver entered fifteen primaries and won twelve. But at the Democratic National Convention, held in the same Chicago amphitheater as the Republican convention, the unruly delegates of the Democratic Party drafted into the contest Adlai E. Stevenson, the governor of Illinois, who hadn’t run in a single primary.
Stevenson would become the Hamlet of American presidential politics. A moderate and a party loyalist who had served in both the Roosevelt and the Truman administrations, he was best known in 1952 for the role he’d played in establishing the United Nations. He was famously eloquent and learned. He also enjoyed nearly universal support among intellectuals, including the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and the economist John Kenneth Galbraith, and among some of the nation’s finest political writers, including The New Yorker’s Richard Rovere and John Hersey. (Rovere, wry and fair-minded, wrote the The New Yorker’s regular “Letter from Washington,” and Hersey, one of the most acclaimed political reporters of the twentieth century, had written a breathtaking account of the bombing of Hiroshima and its aftermath.) Schlesinger, Galbraith, Rovere, and Hersey all wrote speeches for Stevenson, speeches celebrated for their erudition and elegance. Eisenhower placed his faith in ad men; Stevenson placed his faith in writers.
At the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, Stevenson agreed to enter his name into nomination. He won on the third ballot. His acceptance speech is one of the best in the history of American political rhetoric. He offered himself as a bridge between the democracy of the New Deal and the democracy of a new America. “The workingman, the farmer, the thoughtful businessman, all know that they are better off than ever before, and they all know that the greatest danger to free enterprise in this country died with the Great Depression under the hammer blows of the Democratic Party,” he told a crowd that stamped in the stands. The Democratic Party, Stevenson argued, had rescued the country from the Depression and ushered in an age of abundance. And yet a danger lurked. Something evil stalked the land. The political savage. Senator Joseph McCarthy, a brawny Republican from Wisconsin, had in 1950 begun a campaign against supposed Communist subversives in the United States, a campaign of nearly unrivaled demagoguery. He stoked fear. He fought phantoms. He incited panic. He persecuted the weak. He lied. And people believed him. That night in Chicago, Adlai E. Stevenson of Illinois presented himself, not to his party but to the nation, as a political savior who could rescue Americans from the malice and vulgarity of modern American politics.
“I hope and pray that we Democrats, win or lose, can campaign not as a crusade to exterminate the opposing Party, as our opponents seem to prefer,” Stevenson said, “but as a great opportunity to educate and elevate a people whose destiny is leadership, not alone of a rich and prosperous, contented country, as in the past, but of a world in ferment.” Promising to “talk sense to the American people,” Stevenson spoke with a forcefulness and a dedication to principle not often heard in American politics, before or after. Truman talked with something of a whine. Eisenhower stammered. Nixon raged. McCarthy seethed and sweated and spat. Stevenson spoke with the precision of a scholar and the power of a poet. “Better we lose the election than mislead the people,” he said, “and better we lose than misgovern the people.” 15 He ran against dishonesty. He ran against demagoguery itself.
In the late, candlelit decades of the unruly eighteenth century, American political philosophers had thought a great deal about the dangers of demagoguery. “Men of factious tempers, of local prejudices, or of sinister designs may, by intrigue, by corruption, or by other means, first obtain the suffrages, and then betray the interests, of the people,” James Madison warned in 1787. 16 Madison drafted a Constitution designed to thwart such men by the nature and very structure of government, its separation of powers, its checks and balances. But the framers hadn’t anticipated the electrified, neon-glowing, vacuum-tubed twentieth century’s methods and machines of mass advertising and political manipulation, methods and machines so powerful that they sparked a panic about something well beyond demagoguery and into mind control.
Adlai Stevenson worried about all of that. McCarthy troubled him, led him to fear for the republic. But he had another concern, too, one that had to do with the cost Democrats and Democratic policies had paid for Republicans’ willingness to engage the services of advertising agencies. In 1952, after the Republican National Convention, Eisenhower’s national campaign retained one of the largest advertising agencies in the United States, Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn, better known as BBDO. (Straight-talking Harry S. Truman said BBDO really stood for “Bunko, Bull, Deceit, and Obfuscation.”) BBDO’s ad men sold Eisenhower like a laundry detergent. The most-watched television advertisement of 1952 was a Disney-produced animated short of little people marching in a parade, led by an elephant, singing a jingle written by Irving Berlin: “You like Ike, I like Ike, everybody likes Ike.” Eisenhower became the first presidential candidate to appear in televised ads, including one called “The Man from Abilene”: it borrowed its graphics from the television version of Superman. 17
The Eisenhower campaign hired ad men; the Stevenson campaign denounced them. To run against demagoguery is to commit to a campaign of restraint, a campaign of decorum, a campaign of understatement. For Stevenson, running against dishonesty in American politics meant running a campaign almost entirely without the aid, or at least without the seeming aid, of Madison Avenue. Forty-two-year-old George Ball, a principled New Dealer and former law partner of Stevenson’s, headed Volunteers for Stevenson. Some people “like Elvis Presley, and I like Marilyn Monroe,” Ball said, in a much-reported speech, “but I doubt that is sufficient reason for electing either president.” Ball dubbed the Eisenhower operation the Cornflakes Campaign. 18
Behind the Stevenson campaign’s criticism of the role of mass advertising in American politics lay another fear. “Brainwashing” entered the American lexicon in 1951 with the publication of Brain-Washing in Red China: The Calculated Destruction of Men’s Minds, by the journalist Edward Hunter. Hunter promised to reveal “the terrifying methods that have put an entire nation under hypnotic control.” 19 “Brain-washing” was Hunter’s translation of the Chinese hsi nao, and he used it to describe Communist China’s methods of Maoist indoctrination. (At the end of the Korean War, American psychologists would be charged with interviewing former prisoners of war to determine if they had been brainwashed, too, a story that became the plot of the 1959 novel The Manchurian Candidate.) 20 If McCarthy tapped into a fear that Communists were secretly controlling Americans’ minds, animus against mass advertising tapped into a growing fear that someone else was tampering with the American mind. Not Chairman Mao or the Communist Party or the Soviets but American ad agencies.
For these reasons and more, Stevenson balked at campaigning on television. He found the idea of appearing in television advertisements—advertising himself—undignified and insulting to the office of president. He refused. Eisenhower had no such qualms or, at least, he’d had those qualms assuaged by Rosser Reeves, of the Ted Bates advertising agency.
Reeves was the unquestioned top dog of Madison Avenue, later famous for the campaign he’d devise for M&M’s (“Melts in your mouth, not in your hand”). “I think of a man in the voting booth who hesitates between two levers as if he were pausing between competing tubes of toothpaste in a drugstore,” Reeves explained. “The brand that has made the highest penetration on his brain will win his choice.” 21 Speeches were long and boring; candidates had to be willing to get their message across in under a minute. For the Eisenhower campaign, Reeves proposed to make a series of short television ads, called spots. “Is there a new way of campaigning that can guarantee victory for Eisenhower in November?” Reeves asked. “The answer is: ‘Yes!’ . . . Most people do not know the power of spots. However, here are the cold facts. THE HUMBLE RADIO OR TV ‘SPOT’ CAN DELIVER MORE LISTENERS FOR LESS MONEY THAN ANY OTHER FORM OF ADVERTISING. Let us repeat that!! THE HUMBLE RADIO OR TV SPOT CAN DELIVER MORE LISTENERS FOR LESS MONEY THAN ANY OTHER FORM OF ADVERTISING.” 22
Reeves also pioneered targeted political advertising. To win in 1952, Republicans needed to flip the vote in forty-nine counties and twelve states they’d lost in the last election. Reeves made their spots for those counties. He titled his series of spots “Eisenhower Answers America.” After George Gallup conducted polls to establish what Americans cared about the most, Reeves wrote scripts for Eisenhower, answers to questions raised by voters, about those issues. Eisenhower read the answers from cue cards, and then Reeves got ordinary Americans, off the streets of New York—tourists waiting in line outside Radio City Music Hall—to come inside and read the questions off the cue cards.
“General, the Democrats are telling me I never had it so good,” says a young black man in a suit.
Answers Eisenhower: “Can that be true when America is billions in debt, when prices have doubled, when taxes break our backs and we are still fighting in Korea? It’s tragic. And it’s time for a change.” 23
Stevenson supporters found Eisenhower’s spots embarrassing. Eisenhower was “a plodding five-star general uttering pedestrian language written by some journalistic hack with all the grace of a gun carriage being hauled across cobblestones,” George Ball complained. Stevenson, Ball said, “was a man of culture and intellect seeking not only to educate the country but also to elevate its taste.” 24 And that, alas, was the heart of the problem. The country didn’t much want to be educated and elevated. It wanted slogans. Melts in your mouth, not in your hand! I like Ike! It’s time for a change!
Meanwhile, Nixon went after Stevenson, viciously, which is the way Nixon always campaigned, not educating and elevating the country but misinforming and degrading it. He called Stevenson a “weakling, a hustler, and a small-caliber Truman.” He dubbed him “Adlai the Appeaser.” McCarthy attacked Stevenson as a Communist; Nixon merely slyly hinted that Stevenson was a Communist. (Stevenson called Nixonism “McCarthyism in a white collar.”) 25 And Nixon used television even more effectively than Eisenhower, answering seemingly career-ruining charges of corruption in a televised speech that ended when an aw-shucks Nixon admitted that he had indeed taken a campaign gift: he’d accepted the gift of Checkers, a black-and-white spaniel, and “we’re going to keep it.” Ball later said that watching the Checkers speech was like watching a Geritol commercial. 26 But Geritol commercials sell a lot of Geritol.
Stevenson all but boycotted television advertising, agreeing only to have his speeches televised—very long speeches, which few stations were willing to broadcast and few people bothered to watch no matter how well-written they were. In 1952, Republicans spent $1.5 million on television advertising to the Democrats’ puny $77,000. 27 This seemed, somehow, unfair. Ball asked the Federal Communications Commission to look into the legality of the Republican television spots, suspecting them of violating provisions of the 1934 Communications Act (requiring equal time for candidates) and of the Corrupt Practices Act (governing campaign spending). But the FCC said there was nothing to be done. 28 American politics never looked back.
Plenty of other problems riddled Stevenson’s campaign. To Eisenhower’s “I like Ike,” Stevenson’s campaign offered a pathetic rejoinder: “Madly for Adlai.” The fact that he was divorced hurt him, and badly. He was also saddled with a terrible lower ticket as a consequence of the splintering of the Democratic Party in the last election. In 1948, southerners had bolted from the Democratic convention over civil rights and held their own convention, as the Dixiecrat Party, under this platform: “We stand for the segregation of the races and the racial integrity of each race.” In 1952, in a Faustian bargain, the Democratic convention chose as Stevenson’s running mate the conservative John Sparkman of Alabama, a leading segregationist. The party was trying to stitch itself back together by betraying civil rights. It didn’t work. Meanwhile, Republicans, tapping into the deep well of anti-intellectualism in American life, made Stevenson’s learnedness and eloquence into liabilities, mocking the bald Stevenson as an “egghead.” Stevenson’s weakness for obscure allusions and bad puns didn’t help, either. “Eggheads of the world unite!” he once said. “You have nothing to lose but your yolks!” 29
Many Republicans admired Stevenson; newspaper columnist Stewart Alsop asked a Connecticut Republican whether they’d also vote for him. “Sure,” the Republican answered. “All the eggheads love Stevenson. But how many eggheads do you think there are?” 30
Still, the race looked close, too close to call. On Election Day, Stevenson followed the returns from the governor’s mansion in Illinois while Eisenhower waited for the results at the Commodore Hotel in New York. On television that night, for the first time ever, the networks broadcast coast to coast.
In 1952, television news executives hoped to undo the damage done on Election Night in 1948, when not only had the coverage been painfully boring (there was very little to watch except commentators who had very little information), but the networks, like the newspapers, had also made a colossal error, calling the election for the Republican Thomas E. Dewey. (A jubilant president had later held up the front page of the Chicago Daily Tribune, displaying its headline, “dewey defeats truman.”)
For Election Night 1952, CBS had a plan, a secret plan known as Project X. Like the rest of America, Ed Greenfield watched, rapt. “Balmy weather over most of the United States today, and a record turnout apparently throughout the United States,” said CBS newsman Walter Cronkite, early in the evening, speaking to the nation from CBS’s Studio 41, just above Grand Central Station. They’d outfitted the studio with a giant wall map of the United States, to be filled in as the returns came in. States that went for Stevenson would be colored black and states that went for Eisenhower would get stripes, like so many zebras (it was the age of black-and-white television, too soon for red and blue).
But the real star of the evening wasn’t Cronkite or the map. It was a computer, the first computer most Americans had ever seen. The Universal Automatic Computer, or UNIVAC, had been built in 1951 by a company named Remington Rand, for the U.S. Census Bureau. In 1952, CBS had arranged to hire a UNIVAC for Election Night, to tally returns and predict the winner. “a robot computer will give cbs the fastest reporting in history,” read the headline. 31 The UNIVAC would stay in Philadelphia—it was too big to move—but in New York, CBS would install a fake, a console lit, from the inside, by a string of Christmas lights. The first computer most Americans ever saw was an empty shell: a stunt.
On Election Night, at Studio 41 in New York, legendary CBS newsman Charles Collingwood sat at the fake UNIVAC terminal to offer the predictions he’d be getting, by telephone, from an actual UNIVAC, in Philadelphia. Cronkite smiled at the camera and addressed the audience:
“And now for perhaps a prediction on how this voting is going, what the vote that is in so far means, let’s turn so far to that miracle of the modern age, the electronic brain, UNIVAC, and Charles Collingwood.”
The camera panned to the corner of the studio and zoomed in on Collingwood, at a console kitted up with lights on timers, to make it look as though it was doing something.
“This is the face of a UNIVAC,” purred Collingwood. “A UNIVAC is a fabulous electronic machine which we have borrowed to help us predict this election from the basis of the early returns as they come in. UNIVAC is going to try to predict the winner for us just as early as we can possibly get the returns in. . . . This is not a joke or a trick. It’s an experiment, and we think it’s going to work. We don’t know, we hope it will work . . .”
It didn’t work. Or at least it didn’t work well. Cronkite kept throwing to Collingwood—“And now to find out perhaps what this all means, at least in the electronic age, let’s turn to that electronic miracle, the electronic brain, UNIVAC, with a report from Charles Collingwood”—but Collingwood kept having to explain that no prediction had yet come in.
“UNIVAC, our fabulous mathematical brain, is down in Philadelphia mulling over the returns that we’ve sent him so far,” Collingwood said, filling time. “He’s sitting there in his corner, humming away. A few minutes ago I asked him what his prediction was, and he sent me back a very caustic answer, for a machine. He said that if we continue to be so late in sending him the results, it’s going to take him a few minutes to find out just what the prediction is going to be. So he’s not ready yet with his prediction but we’re going to go to him in just a little while.”
Not long after midnight, CBS turned to the man from Remington Rand, in Philadelphia with the actual UNIVAC, for an explanation. He claimed that UNIVAC had predicted an Eisenhower landslide early in the evening, but he’d been too nervous about it to pass the projection along to Collingwood. “When UNIVAC made its first prediction with only three million votes in, it gave five states for Stevenson, 43 for Eisenhower, 93 electoral votes for Stevenson, 438 for Eisenhower,” he said. “We just plain didn’t believe it.” In the end, Eisenhower won 442 Electoral College votes to Stevenson’s 89 and 55.2% of the popular vote to Stevenson’s 44.3%. A rout. UNIVAC had been right.
Ed Greenfield was mesmerized. Two new machines, the television and the computer, were transforming American politics. The influence of the first was much easier to see than the influence of the second. But the way Greenfield figured it, Republicans had made better use of television in 1952, by way of advertising, which meant that Democrats ought to figure out how to make better use of the computer, and fast, because what could be more valuable to a campaign than a computer that could predict the vote?
Eyeing the election of 1956, Greenfield began collecting men, the very best. 32 Not Madison Avenue men but scientists. He knew everyone. Very convivial. Very astute. The man was a magnet. Ed Greenfield, University of Chicago, Yale. He cast his net, fishing for men, the best and the brightest scientists of the mind and minders of machines, gigantic brains. He went to California, where he found Eugene Burdick in the ocean, surfing.
f + h = p
(fear plus hate equals power)
—Advertising copy for Eugene Burdick, The Ninth Wave, 1956
Eugene Burdick as the “Ale man,” c. 1961.
Everyone assumed that Eugene Burdick was a spy, which meant, of course, that he wasn’t. A man can’t drink whiskey with Marlon Brando and eat dinner with Ingrid Bergman and teach political theory to PhD students and advise American presidents and write best-selling novels that get made into big-budget Hollywood films and also steal secrets, undercover, incognito, unknown, as if he were nobody.
Or maybe he could. If anyone could pull it off, it would’ve been Burdick. He was an impossible man, exactly the sort of man he was forever inventing in his fiction, Cold War thrillers starring dashing men of mystery, rugged, daring, and brilliant, who defended Americans against the age of automation. Once, when Burdick sent a short story to The New Yorker—“Happy Man in Berlin”—his editor wrote back, “I understand that Pico is a skillful man, but sometimes he seems almost too miraculous.” 1 Burdick, too.
Eugene Burdick walked with the rubbery gait of a surfer and wore owl’s-eye glasses and smoked a pipe and liked to be photographed sitting at his typewriter, an old Royal, well-used and well-oiled. He had two selves and two costumes, both disguises: he wore scuba gear; he wore tweed suits. He was James Bond; he was Ernest Hemingway. He didn’t write like Hemingway, but he looked like him, with the same hair, straight and thin and flat, and the same head, too: as boxy as a biscuit tin. Wallace Stegner once said Burdick was “as energetic as a bulldozer and as persistent as an Egyptian fly.” 2
He’d been born in Sheldon, Iowa, a railroad town, in 1918, at the end of the century of the railroad, the great machine of the nineteenth century, whose coal-black, smoke-puffing locomotives chugged from town to town on tracks that reached across the continent like the legs of a giant arachnid. He was named after Indiana-born Eugene V. Debs, the onetime railroad worker, founder of the American Railway Union, and self-proclaimed socialist who, in 1920, when Burdick was not yet two, ran for president for the fifth and final time, from prison in Atlanta, as Convict No. 9653, with the campaign slogan “From the Jail House to the White House.” It earned him nearly a million votes. 3
Democracy is a mystery. In the 1950s, Eugene Burdick wanted to solve that mystery. He wanted to know whether or not it could be solved by the great machine of the twentieth century, the computer, whose whirring, blinking parts were housed in gray boxes and stored in gleaming, temperature-controlled rooms, as if they were streamlined steel coffins, standing on end, in a hospital morgue. He decided to immerse himself in a new field that became known as behavioral science, which was why, in the late summer of 1954, he drove his Jaguar up the winding, redwood-lined roads of Palo Alto, California, to a paradise sometimes called Lotus Land, a Buddhist-style, monastic retreat of cedar and glass perched on top of a hill overlooking San Francisco Bay: the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences. 4 It was exactly the sort of place where Ed Greenfield would turn up, looking for men to staff a new department of Edward L. Greenfield & Co., a Social Science Division, with which he hoped to help get a Democrat elected president in 1956, by a method other than plastering the candidate’s face on boxes of cornflakes or hawking him like canned soup in one-minute television spots, as if the Oval Office were a kitchen pantry.
Eugene Burdick was a beach boy. After Iowa, he’d grown up in Los Angeles. His father died when he was four. His mother went to work in a waffle shop; she sent the children out to live with neighbors, little vagabonds, wandering the beaches and dunes and boardwalks. Burdick started smoking cigars and sleeping with one of his teachers when he was fourteen, a story he told in his first, partly autobiographical novel, The Ninth Wave. 5 (The novel’s lead character counts the women he’s slept with the way other people count sheep, ticking off “each pinkening breast, each exhalation of breath, the twist of a thigh, the feel of hair and flesh and moisture.”) 6 He had no money for college and worked at a life insurance company to pay for a year at Santa Barbara State College before going to Stanford, where he supported himself by waiting tables while studying psychology, from Freud to Fromm.
He was interested in everything. “He read anthropology, sociology, psychology, mathematics, philosophic, ethics, history, and logic,” he wrote in The Ninth Wave. “He stole books from the library, bought used books in Palo Alto, borrowed books and bought still more books. Some books he glanced at, threw under his bed and never opened again. Some books he read twice.” 7 He mulled over the political theory of the great American poet Carl Sandburg: “The people choose and the people’s choice more often than not is one more washout.” 8
The DC comic book superhero Aquaman debuted in 1941, an emblem of American naval forces in the Pacific, but the Protector of the Deep had nothing on Eugene Burdick, hero of the high seas. He graduated from Stanford in 1942, married Carol Warren, the daughter of a San Francisco school superintendent, and shipped out to Treasure Island with the navy. The next year, patrolling off Guadalcanal, he dove off his own boat to swim through burning oil, exploding ammunition, and falling wreckage, to rescue the survivors of a torpedoed battleship. 9
After the war, Burdick went back to Palo Alto, where trees on Stanford’s nine thousand wooded acres were being felled to make way for laboratories. Five million people moved to California in the 1950s, including African Americans, Asian Americans, Mexican immigrants, and a great many young, white veterans like Burdick, men who during the war had learned how to fly planes or fix tanks or use radar, training from which servicemen of color had typically been barred, as had nearly all women. Wartime training in hand, men like Burdick went to California to study engineering and to find jobs in the Defense Department–funded, $8 billion-a-year electronics industry. Palo Alto, a land of farms and orchards, a paradise of fruit trees, was becoming a boomtown, a land of electronics factories and microwave labs, a valley of silicon. 10
Burdick had a different idea. He planned to become a political scientist. But he’d read a lot of novels in the navy, and he also wanted to be a writer, so he enrolled in a Stanford fiction-writing class taught by the novelist Wallace Stegner, whose courses would one day become legendary. Burdick gave Stegner a story he’d written about his service in the Pacific, a story he’d dug out of his navy foot locker. “It wasn’t very finished,” Stegner later remembered, “but it ran over the class like a tank.” 11 That was Burdick, all over.
Burdick revised the story and sent it to Harper’s. “Rest Camp on Maui” won second prize for the O. Henry Award, and the decorated navy gunner became a celebrated fiction writer. He won a fellowship at the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference. The plaudits kept coming. He telephoned Stegner. “For the love of Mike, you know what? I’m a Rhodes Scholar!” 12
He didn’t much love Oxford, a cloister of stone. 13 England had suffered during the war and, while not defeated, had emerged depleted. Burdick had no patience for that, no sympathy for it, no sense of the lingering of loss. Instead, he wrote about England with a callow disappointment. He wrote about how he’d expected to find Oxford’s famous debating society a place where “wildly precocious youths, their eye firmly fixed on the main chance at parliament, debate with cruelly deflating epigrams.” But he found it full of nothing so much as “dozens of stuttering youths” who say very little of any interest to anyone, least of all of any interest to an undersea diver who read Machiavelli before breakfast. 14
After Oxford, he traveled the world and then landed back by the bay, as a professor in the political science department at the University of California, Berkeley. “There is a waiting list for his classes,” the San Francisco Examiner reported, and “students—most of them female—flock to his office hours.” 15 In Political Science 212B, Contemporary Political Theory, Professor Burdick raised a topic at the start of the term: “the crisis in method.” Political theory was on the wane, quantification on the rise. But to what end? A lecture hall full of girls in skirts and baby blue eye shadow and midnight black mascara eyes looked up at him adoringly. What was the way out of political science’s crisis in method? Burdick directed them to “the new epistemology of Harold Lasswell.” 16 Ed Greenfield had studied with Lasswell in 1950. He’d imbibed Lasswell’s epistemology like so much wine, had fallen under his intoxicating sway.
Burdick was fascinated by Lasswell, too. But Burdick wasn’t really under anyone’s sway. Instead, he followed his own curiosity. In 1954, thirty-five, he would spend his sabbatical with Lasswell, studying the mathematics of mass persuasion—the punch-carded computer programs that purported to model the behavior of the American voter, the fickle Coke-or-Pepsi voter, the television-watching, shopping cart–pushing, Sears-Maytag, Eisenhower-Nixon voter. And he meant to do that in the company of the nation’s most distinguished social scientists, men in horn-rims and bow ties and V-neck sweaters, at the latest front in the Cold War battle of minds: California.
The year Eugene Burdick began his sabbatical at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, the long struggle for civil rights moved to the very center of American politics. African Americans had been fighting for those rights for decades, but in May 1954, in the landmark decision Brown v. Board of Education, the Supreme Court denounced the regime of Jim Crow and ruled racially segregated schools unconstitutional. The decision, heralded and celebrated in much of the country, also fueled white supremacy organizations: terrorists attacked black churches and schools and pro–civil rights temples and synagogues, setting fires, igniting bombs, commiting murders.
Burdick had some but not much of this on his mind in the James Bond and bikini summer of 1954, as he drove his Jaguar convertible through stands of palms and cedars and piñons and eucalyptus groves, up to the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences. He meant to spend his year—the year of Elvis Presley’s debut, the year of the polio vaccine, the year of Joseph McCarthy’s downfall—away from his office, away from his classes on Hobbes and Locke, away from his colleagues and their sniping at his successes, away from his students, the boys he could still beat at squash, the girls in tight sweaters. He was particularly keen to meet Lasswell, fifty-two, bald and jowly, best known for two works from the 1930s, Psychopathology and Politics (1930) and Politics: Who Gets What, When, How (1936). Lasswell had psychologized political science. He also likely introduced Eugene Burdick to Ed Greenfield. Later, Lasswell would help found Simulmatics, a company in which he held a great deal of stock.
“The American public believes that it ‘chooses’ the Party candidates for the Presidency and then makes a free and sovereign choice between the two candidates,” Burdick would later write. “This is hardly an accurate description of what happens. The American public believes it is sovereign. It is not.” 17 Burdick arrived at this understanding of American elections during his year at the center, and mainly from Lasswell.
Harold Lasswell had gone to the University of Chicago when he was only sixteen, completed a PhD in political science, and published his dissertation, Propaganda Technique in the World War, in 1927, when he was twenty-five. Then he’d gone to Berlin to be psychoanalyzed by a disciple of Freud’s, before accepting a position teaching at the University of Chicago and publishing his two seminal works. If Burdick was a bulldozer, Lasswell was a virus. He didn’t lecture people; he infected them. He flared his nostrils and sniffed. He held forth like an oracle, as if he were Aristotle. “His monologues are symposiums,” said one student. “Lasswell was not a teacher but a tornado.” 18 People treated him like a god. He flirted with boys. He humiliated girls. “If you asked Harold a question, he would say, ‘We don’t know enough about that,’ and you knew he meant the entire body of knowledge of the universe, because if anyone knew it, he knew it,” said Naomi Spatz, the woman for whom Ed Greenfield would one day leave his wife. Once, when Spatz had Lasswell over to brunch at her apartment, her cat started rubbing against him. “The cat likes you,” Spatz said. Answered Lasswell, nostrils flaring, “He knows where the power is.” 19
Lasswell enjoyed such influence because his work purported to explain “who says what to whom in which channel and with what effect.” 20 He claimed to know how ideas get into people’s heads—and how to get them out. During the Second World War, he founded a war communications research project at the Library of Congress and recommended that the United States preserve democracy from authoritarianism by way of systematic, government-run mass manipulation. 21 For a long time, this stuff was known either as propaganda or as psychological warfare (the Nazi version was known as Weltanschauungskrieg, or worldview warfare), but after a while, people who worried about how that sounded started calling it the study of “mass communication.” 22 With the war over, this sort of work also required a new justification. Who says what to whom with what effect? That’s the question that had drawn Ed Greenfield into Lasswell’s seminar room at Yale in 1950. In peacetime, there seemed no better place to study mass communication, or psychological warfare, than democratic campaigns and elections, because campaigns produce their own propaganda, a body of political opinion, and elections produce their own data, an inventory of political behavior.
The pioneer in this field was an Austrian émigré named Paul Lazarsfeld who, like Burdick and Lasswell, went to the center in Palo Alto in 1954. “Every four years, the country stages a large-scale experiment in political propaganda and public opinion,” Lazarsfeld explained in 1944, the year he founded the Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia. 23 The data piled up. In 1948, the University of Michigan launched a massive voter study known as the American National Election Study, one of the biggest social science research projects ever undertaken, and Lazarsfeld and his colleague Bernard Berelson embarked on “a two-phase study of how the voter makes up his mind in congressional and state elections,” eventually producing a landmark work, Voting: A Study of Opinion Formation in a Presidential Campaign. 24 Their coauthor would be a fellow named William McPhee. One day soon, Ed Greenfield would meet McPhee, too: he would put him in his collection of men, a collection he called “the Group.”
In November 1954, Democrats won back the House in an election that amounted to a repudiation of McCarthyism. In December, the Senate formally censured McCarthy, and McCarthyism, as Eisenhower liked to say, became “McCarthywasm.” Nixonism, though, was still Nixonism.
Ed Greenfield, meanwhile, was putting together the Social Science Division of his advertising agency. Here was another way to fight demagoguery: with a very big, super-fast calculating machine. To find a way to bring the speed of giant electronic brains into political campaigning, Greenfield needed to gather together scientists from this brave new world, quantitative social scientists, who were engaged in founding a new body of scholarship, a new field of knowledge. Its assumptions would take over universities, spread across the intellectual landscape, and leak into the soil of American culture itself so entirely that people would forget that it had emerged out of the urgency of the Cold War.
Cold Warriors understood themselves as engaged in a battle over the future. To win that battle, they tried to turn a lot of things, including the study of human behavior, into predictive sciences. The more dangerous the Cold War got, the more madly its scientists scrambled to foretell the future. And the more heedlessly and violently they cast aside the past, the knowledge of ages, the humanities, the study of the human condition: history, philosophy, literature.
In 1949, the Soviet Union had tested an atomic bomb and China had become Communist. Recruited into a Manichaean battle between Americanism and communism, social scientists began waging wars on two fronts: protecting American democracy from demagoguery and fighting the spread of communism. They asked two questions: How do voters in a democracy form their opinions? And how can the influence of communism be stopped? Answering these questions led social scientists to gather large bodies of data—not only in the United States, where they collected public opinion surveys, campaign polls, and election returns, but also in Europe, where they interviewed Soviet dissidents and Warsaw Pact refugees and made transcriptions of Soviet radio and television broadcasts. No longer did American political scientists require merely an explanation of who says what to whom with what effect; they required a prediction, based on a mathematical model. If we tell voters X, will they then do Y? For that, they looked to physics. The mathematics of the targeting of messages would be derived from the targeting of missiles and it, too, would require computers.
Anyone who wanted to use computers to study and produce propaganda needed vast sums of money; most of that money came the Ford Foundation, soon to become the richest philanthropy in the world. Established by Edsel Ford in 1936, it had been taken over in 1947 by his son Henry Ford II, who tapped California lawyer H. Rowan Gaither to help prepare a report about the foundation’s postwar priorities. Gaither’s report complained that existing ways of studying human behavior—both ancient humanistic fields like philosophy and political theory and modern fields like psychology and sociology—were “polemical, speculative, and pre-scientific.” He recommended turning the study of human behavior into a science, like physics, to be based on “experiment, the accumulation of data, the framing of general theories, attempts to verify the theories, and prediction.” 25 After all, if a body of knowledge couldn’t be used to make predictions, what use was it?
Before working for Ford, Gaither had helped found the RAND Corporation, in Santa Monica. RAND—short for “Research and Development”—had begun as an arm of the U.S. Air Force, part of the Douglas Aircraft Company, but in 1948, newly independent, and with funding from both the Department of Defense and the Ford Foundation, RAND had hired a pioneer in psychological warfare to head its new Social Science Division. 26 Its projects included charting, mathematically, “a general theory of the future.” 27
Prophecy is ancient, a species of mysticism. Prediction as a quantitative social science was new: outside of economics, social scientists had not, till then, generally made predictions. But Ford asked social scientists to make prediction the entire object of their research, to claim knowledge—empirical, probabilistic, mathematical knowledge—of what would happen next. This, however, was no less mystical than the ancient art of prophecy. The attempt to derive a general theory of the future rested on the presumption that human behavior can be predicted, a presumption that, in turn, rested on the conviction that reckoning with people and societies and the human mind itself isn’t the stuff of poetry and paintings and philosophy but is, instead, the stuff of numbers and graphs and simulations. 28 The Ford Foundation called this field of study “the behavioral sciences.”
In 1951, when the Ford Foundation established a special division for the study of the human mind, it named it the “Behavioral Sciences Division.” The next year, Ford agreed to a grant of $3.5 million to establish the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences. 29 But what even were the “behavioral sciences”? The best explanation came from the economist Kenneth Boulding, who said a behavioral science was a science “that gets money from the Ford Foundation.” 30 The second best explanation came from Eugene Burdick, who, in a novel, made the question into a sexual tease.
“What does a behavioral scientist do?” he asked.
“I study the behavior of humans,” she said, and smiled. 31
During the center’s inaugural years, its first fellows, Eugene Burdick, Harold Lasswell, and Paul Lazarsfeld, took turns offering “confessions,” each scholar telling the story of his life. 32 Then began the work. There were no telephones. The fellows were required to follow a strict schedule. 33 Boulding, following that schedule, pondered the imperative of prediction. “In about an hour I shall rise, leave my office, go to a car, drive down to my home, play with the children, have supper, perhaps read a book, go to bed,” he wrote from his desk at the center. “I can predict this behavior with a fair degree of accuracy because of the knowledge which I have: the knowledge that I have a home not far away, to which I am accustomed to go. The prediction, of course, may not be fulfilled. There may be an earthquake, I may have an accident with the car on the way home, I may get home to find that my family has been suddenly called away.” 34
Most of the fellows held a deep faith, a worshipful faith, in the predictability of human behavior, believing that it required only knowledge of the world, a theory of behavior, and a sufficiently sophisticated mathematical model. This was why Burdick had come. 35 Trained as a political theorist, he was eager to measure the influence of the quantitative turn in the study of man. He attended an intensive seminar on mathematics. He began assembling a collection of essays on the most promising new research, editing an anthology called American Voting Behavior. 36 He was impressed, but he was also worried.
As Burdick saw it, quantitative political science proceeded with very little concern either for political theory or for the actual workings of democracy. Liberal democratic theory posits the rationality of citizens and their interest in and active participation in politics, but the citizen described in the voting behavior research does not meet even a minimum test for rationality and is not very interested in politics, or involved, either. Democratic self-government relies on feelings of belonging and political community, and divisions that include political parties and interest groups, but the voting studies sorted voters into artificial, identity-based categories like “upper-middle-Catholic-urban.” Political parties are self-conscious groups, Burdick pointed out, and so are interest groups, like farmers, but “upper-middle-Catholic-urban” people are not; they’re just an invention of a punch-card sorter. It was possible they could be turned into a group, by virtue of being classed as one, consistently, but that would seem more likely to harm than to benefit the polity. Burdick wondered whether pluralism could survive when the nation’s political scientists had dedicated themselves to the project of segmenting the electorate. 37
He was not alone in his skepticism about the real-world effects of the behavioral sciences. At a holiday party, the fellows sang, to the tune of “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad,” lyrics written by Boulding:
Something is the matter with Science,
Something is the matter with the plan (I’ve got it!)
Something is the matter with Science
For there ain’t no science of Man. 38
They were confident, and they were cocky. But they sometimes wondered if all of it wasn’t mainly bullshit.
Eugene Burdick spent most of his year at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences failing to produce scholarship and instead writing a novel, The Ninth Wave, a dystopian political thriller about the problems with the quantitative study of voting behavior. “The Center is not very healthy or sympathetic an environment in which to grow the delicate flower of fiction,” he confided to a friend. “But I am giving it a good try.” 39
In The Ninth Wave, Burdick created a version of himself in a character called Mike Freesmith, a surfer who studies psychology at Stanford, where, by observation and experiment, he derives a set of cold-blooded and finally monstrous principles of human behavior. According to Freesmith’s Fear Principle, “There is one thing that the masses know: real authority. And a real authority is someone who can satisfy their desire to hate and their fear. A good authority works the two of them together.” 40 This insight leads Freesmith into politics: he finds a demagogue who preaches hate and fear, and offers to help him get elected to office.
Burdick had observed this sort of thing firsthand in the rise of Richard Nixon, a California boy and, also like Burdick, a naval officer. Nixon had run for a seat in Congress in 1946. Handsome, well-educated war heroes were very electable. John F. Kennedy was elected to Congress in Massachusetts in 1946, too. (“Second place is failure,” Kennedy’s wealthy, influential, and hard-charging father had always told him.) 41 But Nixon undertook a new style of campaign, a campaign of hate and fear, something he got better at each time he ran. In 1950, when he ran for a seat in the Senate, he allegedly said his opponent, Democrat Helen Gahagan Douglas, was “Pink right down to her underwear.” 42 Nixon, like McCarthy, served on the House Un-American Activities Committee, where, like McCarthy, if with more polish and more subtlety, he gleefully accused a lot of other people of wearing pink underwear, too. McCarthy had been exposed, defeated, humiliated, censured. Nixon had been elected vice president. Burdick wondered what a man like Nixon could do, if he also had the latest behavioral science behind him. He tried to picture it.
In The Ninth Wave, Freesmith tries to get the demagogue in his pocket elected governor of California. “You start with this,” Freesmith says, handing a campaign worker named Georgia a printed and annotated census as he shows her around campaign headquarters, a room that houses a giant mainframe computer. “Tells you how the population breaks down: how many street cleaners, Negroes, veterans, trade union members, truck drivers, fry cooks, Protestants, Jews, Catholics, foreign born, Okies, doctors and teachers there are. Also how much money they make, the size of their houses, the kind of car they drive, the degree of education, lodges they join and a lot more.” This, Freesmith explains, is the “Great Beast,” the public. From the Great Beast, he goes on, you make a Little Beast, a three-thousand-person sample, and you engage a polling company to ask those three thousand people a series of questions. “Then they punch the answers into the IBM cards and bring them back here and we run them through the machine. We pay them three dollars for each card,” Freesmith says, pointing to stacks of cards.
Georgia asks to see a card. Burdick lingered on this description. His readers had likely never seen a punch card.
“It was rectangular and its face was covered with closely printed, black rows of numbers. Some of the numbers had been punched out, leaving tiny slots in the cards. There were no words on the cards.” A pollster holds the card up to the light and reports, “Subject is: White. Male. Thirty-four years old. Catholic. Married. Three children. Clerk. Less than four thousand and more than thirty-five hundred a year. No television. In debt.” 43
Georgia learns to feed the punch cards into a reading machine. Burdick writes, “She put the cards from the box into the hopper and pressed the button. The machine began to purr. She looked down at it with pleasure, moved her fingertips lightly over the quivering surface. Then she touched the lever and the cards began to flick through the machine.” 44
Burdick is not a subtle writer of fiction. He’s more of an armored tank than a sniper. Georgia, feeding the cards into the machine, looks out the office window, across the street, and into another office, where a dentist is sedating a female patient. When the dentist inserts a syringe into the woman’s mouth, her shoes jerk suddenly. Georgia watches as the dentist begins to pull a tooth and—just as Freesmith removes the last of the cards from the punch-card reader—“the dentist stepped away from the woman and a burr in his hand glistened with bright red blood.” 45 You can almost hear Burdick hollering, “Get it? The punch card is like a tooth pulled out of your head! It’s horrible! Mike has blood on his hands!”
The Ninth Wave, a Book-of-the-Month Club selection, became a bestseller. Even before the book came out, Burdick sold the film rights. 46 Hollywood gossip had it that Frank Sinatra and Marlon Brando had been tapped for the two leads. 47 Burdick contracted to write the script with Stanley Roberts, who in 1954 had been nominated for an Oscar for his screenplay for The Caine Mutiny, starring Humphrey Bogart. No film of The Ninth Wave was ever made. “I hear California Democrats are hoping to keep it off the screen,” wrote one Hollywood reporter. 48 Maybe that was because by then Eugene Burdick was working for the Adlai E. Stevenson campaign, as part of the new Social Science Division of Edward L. Greenfield & Co.
Ed Greenfield had been busy since the election of 1952. In the Baby Boom 1950s, he and Patty had three children, one after another: Michael (1952), Ann (1954), and Susan (1955). Diapers, bottles, strollers. They mainly lived in New York, in a brick townhouse in Chelsea. They spent their summers at Wading River. Greenfield liked to bring clients out there. In 1954, he’d begun working for Averell Harriman again, this time for Harriman’s campaign for governor of New York. (Harriman went on to win.) But he’d come to admire Stevenson. Maybe he even wanted to prove to Stevenson that ad men weren’t evil, that ad men could make politics better, not worse.
Stevenson formally entered the race on November 15, 1955, under the even more pathetic banner “I’m Still Madly for Adlai.” Three days later, Ed Greenfield of Edward L. Greenfield & Co. wrote to Stevenson’s campaign manager, offering his firm’s services. 49
“You can only be a virgin once,” Stevenson said about his decision to run again. 50 The second time around, his prospects didn’t look terribly good. He wasn’t a new face anymore, and there was very little reason to believe that he could beat Eisenhower in 1956: it’s always harder to run against a sitting president, especially in a time of prosperity. Also, in the cruel logic of politics, Stevenson was a loser, and voters don’t like losers. But one of the many strange things about Stevenson was that he didn’t mind losing, if only he could lose well, if only he could deliver the beautiful speeches and say the brilliant things, educate and elevate, and break through the din, the mindless jingles of liking M&M’s, Colgate toothpaste, and Ike.
Eisenhower had a heart attack in September 1955, which was, undoubtedly, a vulnerability. But Stevenson, unlike Eisenhower, faced a divided party and a hard fight for the nomination. Estes Kefauver entered the race for the Democratic nomination in December. Stevenson hadn’t run in a single primary in 1952, and he didn’t want to enter any in 1956, either. “I’m not going to run around like I’m running for sheriff, shaking hands at shopping centers,” he told his close aide and law partner, Newton Minow. “You’re wrong, Guv,” Minow said. Minow hadn’t wanted Stevenson to run, thinking Eisenhower was unbeatable; he’d urged him to hold off until 1960. But if he was going to run, Minow thought, he had to actually run. 51 Stevenson conceded the inevitable, entered the primaries, and shook hands at shopping centers. This contest would be decided by the California primary, scheduled to be held on June 5, 1956. 52 Even before the primary race began, Stevenson found himself in a jam. In February 1956, in Fresno, California, Kefauver and Stevenson spoke back to back. Kefauver talked about civil rights forthrightly, while Stevenson spoke “vaguely and metaphysically.” Metaphysically, Stevenson had a lot to say about civil rights, and he had a stronger record on civil rights than Kefauver. But Stevenson refused to say anything simply; he considered simplicity a species of vulgarity. 53
The Constitution had guaranteed equal rights, regardless of race, under the terms of the Fourteenth Amendment, ratified in 1868. Brown v. Board had declared racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional. And still change had not come. The promise of Brown v. Board had not been met: most southern schools simply refused to abide by it, and unless the federal government was willing to act, there wasn’t much that could be done about that. The Democratic Party needed black voters, but much of the party was composed of white, segregationist southerners. Adlai Stevenson could not figure out how to thread this needle.
In 1956, three days after he spoke in Fresno, Stevenson told a mostly black audience in Los Angeles that desegregation ought to “proceed gradually” and that care must be taken “not to upset, overnight, traditions and habits older than the republic.” These traditions, of course, included not only segregation but terrorism, the murder of children, the raping of women, and the lynching of men. Stevenson’s stumbles, and his timidity, cost him. The director of the California NAACP switched his support from Stevenson to Kefauver. 54 The time for patience, the time for waiting, was over, if there’d ever been a time for patience, or for waiting. Adam Clayton Powell Jr., an African American congressman from Harlem, one of the most visible black men in the country, and a Democrat, damned his party for its cowardice and endorsed Eisenhower. 55
The proposal Edward L. Greenfield & Co. submitted to the Stevenson campaign must have seemed appealing. Greenfield, who had strong civil rights credentials, proposed to undertake research for Stevenson in Powell’s Harlem, in San Francisco, and in Los Angeles. Greenfield understood that Stevenson had a civil rights problem, and he wanted to help him solve it.
The Stevenson campaign might have looked favorably on that proposal, except that Stevenson had once again made his opposition to political advertising part of his platform. “The men who run the Eisenhower administration evidently believe that the minds of Americans can be manipulated by shows, slogans, and the arts of advertising,” he said. “And that conviction will, I dare say, be backed up by the greatest torrent of money ever poured out to influence an American election—poured out by men who fear nothing so much as change and who want everything to stay as it is—only more so. This idea that you can merchandise candidates for high office like breakfast cereal—that you can gather votes like box tops—is, I think, the ultimate indignity to the democratic process.” 56
No doubt Stevenson’s distress about the influence of mass advertising, especially television ads, on American politics was genuine. And, to be sure, when Stevenson declared, “I say, my friends, that what this country needs is not propaganda and a personality cult,” a lot of voters agreed with him. 57 Whether they were then, or later, in a position to do much about it is harder to determine. And it’s also true that, their supposed scruples notwithstanding, plenty of Democrats wanted to hire ad agencies but had trouble getting any of the best ones to work for them. The big advertising agencies had big businesses as clients. Big businesses supported the Republican Party. If the big ad agencies ran campaigns for Democratic candidates, and were known for helping get Democrats elected, they risked losing their biggest clients. So they said no. “Big persuaders cost big money,” as the prominent social critic Vance Packard observed. And “the big contributors were mainly on the Republican side.” 58 It’s this sort of thing that led candidates like Stevenson to the Ed Greenfields of the world. Little outfits, run by liberals. And especially little outfits, run by liberals, who were selling something different.
In any event, the Democratic National Committee had long since conceded the inevitable, retaining for the 1956 political season an up-and-coming ad agency, Norman, Craig & Kummel (NCK), which was best known for its Maidenform bra ads. NCK took on the DNC’s $8 million account for the national campaign. 59 But, for the primaries, the Stevenson campaign needed smaller operators. That’s where Ed Greenfield came in. By 1955, Greenfield & Co., with offices in New York and San Francisco, boasted dozens of affiliates expert in “all phases of publicity, public relations, and social science research.” 60
For the Stevenson campaign, Greenfield & Co. proposed to conduct what were known as “depth studies,” the qualitative and especially quantitative analysis of interviews with panels of consumers or voters—what later would be called focus groups—to test messages. One brand of soap isn’t that different from another. To get consumers to choose one over another required bombarding them with messages. But which messages worked best? 61 To critics of advertising agencies, this, too, looked sinister. Aldous Huxley imagined the Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde of an imaginary public relations firm, Dr. Jekyll believing the people to be rational and Mr. Hyde—“or rather a Dr. Hyde, for Hyde is now a Ph.D. in psychology and has a master’s degree as well in the social sciences”—knowing them to be eminently persuadable. 62
Greenfield pitched depth studies as a higher ground, a better, more decent alternative to a Cornflakes Campaign. No glitz, no brainwashing, no fakery. He also brought the best minds, from the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences: Burdick, Lasswell, and Lazarsfeld.
To begin, Burdick, with help from Lasswell and Lazarsfeld, prepared a series of confidential white papers for the Stevenson campaign, summarizing the voting behavior studies. This work did not inspire a great deal of faith in American politics. 63 There was little ideological difference between the two parties. People sorted themselves into parties based on their families and their neighborhoods, not on any particular set of ideas. Voters who were not sorted in this way tended to know very little about politics and were unable to identify the meaning of “liberal” or “conservative” (asked “Would you say that either one of the parties is more conservative or more liberal than the other?,” most Americans interviewed could not answer) or to display any knowledge about “what goes with what” (laissez-faire with free enterprise) or “what the parties stand for” (Democrats for labor, Republicans for business). Voters, it turned out, were not especially rational. Complicated messages were lost on them. Elections turned on the undecided voters, and undecided voters make choices that, election to election, prove extremely difficult to predict. 64
None of this was any secret. It was the sort of thing Burdick also wrote about in popular magazines. In a magazine story called “How You’ll Vote in ’56,” he explained that “scientific voting studies show that party preferences are determined by an individual’s background, the political attitudes of his parents and friends, his guess as to the ‘best’ party for him, his vision of the future and other factors.” The article included a quiz and a chart (“Is your father a Democrat or Republican? Put 5 points under the column of your father’s party”; “If you are below thirty years of age put 4 points in the Republican column”), allowing readers to calculate their own partisan preferences and likely vote: “In 9 cases out of 10, it will forecast your ballot now!” 65
Greenfield hired Burdick to conduct interviews with influential men in California. For instance, Burdick reported to Greenfield, after interviewing a newspaper publisher: “Feels that Stevenson has almost no chance against Ike in November. Only another coronary could help. Dislikes Nixon very intensely, but doesn’t see how the campaign could be focused on Nixon.” 66 This was more or less Burdick’s view, too. He didn’t expect Stevenson to win. Mainly, he wanted him to run well, “to wage a campaign designed to rephrase the issues, educate the electorate and set the stage for the next Presidential year.” Stevenson’s biggest problem, Burdick said, had to do with his personality: his divorce, his sense of humor (“too ironic and satirical”), and “the ambiguity and sophistication of his speeches.” By no means should Stevenson talk about actual issues, Burdick advised, because “it is clear from the voting studies that specific issues play almost no role, except with the undecideds.” 67
Rereading Stevenson’s speeches from the 1952 campaign, Burdick concluded that the problem with Stevenson’s speeches was that they were too good. “There has seldom been anything like them in candor, pure intellectual content, high responsibility, and charm,” Burdick wrote. “Stevenson said that he would talk sense to the American people. He stated that he thought his first obligation should be to aid the development of the rational faculties of the voters and to elevate political discourse. He did these things.” Still, there was a problem. “Stevenson stated that politics were intricate and difficult, and he emphasized the hopelessness—as well as the vulgarity—of the slick black-or-white approach,” Burdick observed. “Yet this difficulty must be faced: how far can one push the rational faculties of the voter without tripping some mechanism of doubt and anxiety.”
A candidate could be only so rational when dealing with an irrational electorate. Burdick’s recommendation? “The Emphasis upon Complexity Should Be Minimized.” 68 Stevenson might be brilliant. The electorate, Burdick concluded, was not.
This conclusion led Eugene Burdick to a crisis of political faith. For all his worry about behavioral science, he glumly recommended to Greenfield that Greenfield & Co. ought to compile California voter data and do its behavioral science best with it. 69 For that, Burdick was not the right man, not at all. Instead, Greenfield turned to another fellow in his collection of men: Ithiel de Sola Pool, a numbers guy who taught at MIT and walked the halls of the Pentagon.
Perhaps I should have seen that fanatic gleam, the quick response to a phrase, the magic sound of figures: Fifth Column, Third Force, Seventh Day. I might have saved all of us a lot of trouble.
—Graham Greene, The Quiet American, 1955
Ithiel de Sola Pool, at the head of the table, in a seminar at MIT.
Early in the afternoon of December 7, 1950, the anniversary of Pearl Harbor, Ithiel de Sola Pool, thirty-three, a gentle and soft-spoken man, took a seat before the Industrial Employment Review Board at a meeting held in Room 2E832 in the National Defense Building in Washington, a building constructed during the war on the site of an old airfield and a slum called “Hell’s Bottom.” It had five sides and five floors and five wings: a pentagon, the Pentagon.
He’d typed his speech out on twenty-three pages of white paper, and then he’d scribbled all over them, scratching out words, inserting lines, blotting letters, and slashing whole paragraphs with gashes of black ink. He set his prose as if it were poetry:
I am not,
and never have been,
either a member,
or a sympathizer
of the Communist Party or of Russia.
I do not have,
and never have had,
any loyalty to any foreign government,
or to any instrumentality of one.
My onlynationalloyalty
is, and always has been
to the United States of America.
Communism I abhor.
The government of Russia
is a base,
brutal,
vicious,
reactionary dictatorship.
Ithiel de Sola Pool had a narrow face and short, curly dark hair. His frame was slight, his gaze unwavering. He had a tight voice, clipped and brisk. 1 It had taken him nearly two years to get this hearing, and he was determined not to squander it. He was, understandably, nervous. He’d been denied a security clearance, a suspected Communist, and this meeting served as his only chance to appeal the decision by proving his loyalty. He opened a case holding a file containing the statement that he’d typed so that he could perform each line with the proper emphasis:
Peace,
freedom,
and our national survival
will never be secure
until this monstrosity called the Soviet regime
is wiped from the face of the earth
preferably from within,
but if need be from without. 2
Pool would win his appeal. In the 1950s, he’d become a familiar figure in the halls of the Pentagon. After working for Edward L. Greenfield & Co. on the Adlai Stevenson campaign in 1956, he’d go on to found Simulmatics with Greenfield in 1959. In the middle decades of the twentieth century, American behavioral scientists worked on political campaigns and they worked on military campaigns. Pool would bring to Simulmatics his expertise as a quantitative behavioral scientist, an expertise he’d gained as a defense analyst.
Later, decades later, Pool would face a different hearing, when students at MIT would plaster the campus with mimeographed posters of his face, posters that would charge the Simulmatics Corporation with having “master-minded . . . a computer-oriented counterinsurgency program, containing data files not only on revolutionary movements abroad, but also on the U.S. student movement, black rebellions, strikes, etc.” 3 Student protesters at MIT wouldn’t accuse him of being a Communist. They’d accuse him of being a war criminal.
This future had not been predicted in 1950 when an emerging national security state asked scholars and scientists to profess their loyalty and commit themselves to the development of technology for national ends. Still, this future was set in motion then, like a train leaving a station.
The Cold War altered the history of knowledge by distorting the aims and ends of American universities. This began in 1947, with the passage of the National Security Act, which established the Joint Chiefs of Staff, created the Central Intelligence Agency and the National Security Council, and turned the War Department into what would soon be called the Department of Defense, on the back of the belief that defending the nation’s security required massive, unprecedented military spending in peacetime. The Defense Department’s research and development budget skyrocketed. Most of that money went to research universities—the modern research university was built by the federal government—and the rest went to think tanks, including RAND, the institute of the future. There would be new planes, new bombs, and new missiles. And there would be new tools of psychological warfare: the behavioral science of mass communications.
To staff its Social Science Division, in 1947 RAND held a conference in New York, with Harold Lasswell, after which the head of the division recruited Pool to work at RAND. 4 RAND likely wanted Pool to be part of a top secret study group, soon to be authorized by the National Security Council. 5 But the job came with a catch: the offer stood so long as “the clearance nuisance can be satisfactorily handled.” 6 The work Pool was supposed to do at RAND required handling classified military material; he could not be hired without a security clearance.
RAND had staked its reputation on the conviction that national security depended on the expertise of intellectuals. In a national security state, that conviction required intellectuals to agree to conduct their work in secrecy. RAND’s security measures at its fortified headquarters included guards at all entrances and exits and the requirement that all visitors wear a badge. Top secret documents could only be checked out of a single top secret office and signed out by hand. Visitors and consultants who did not have top secret clearance—men like Paul Lazarsfeld—were consigned to a separate building, known as the Isolation Ward. 7 Pool needed to work in the main building. To do that, he had to convince the clearance review board that he wasn’t a Communist.
“You have close and sympathetic association with known members of the Communist Party, namely; your parents, Mr. and Mrs. David de Sola Pool,” Pool had been told by the board, in a letter of notification. 8 That day in 1950, facing the board in the Pentagon, he’d intended to say something about how he had felt when he read that letter—did they mean for him to disavow his own parents?
Naturally, when I first read the charges against me
I was angry
and when I heard my parents maligned I was furious.
Calming himself down, he revised much of this part of his statement to read:
I realize you have a right to call me here
and to interrogate me thoroughly.
I intend to cooperate to the fullest extent that I can.
And then, thinking still better of it, he seems to have scratched this whole section out. 9
Pool was the child of rabbis, of learned men and women, for generations, all the way back to medieval Spain. His father, David de Sola Pool, born in London, headed the Orthodox congregation Shearith Israel, in New York. A distinguished scholar and translator with a PhD in ancient languages from Heidelberg University, David de Sola Pool was the most important Sephardic rabbi in the United States. He was also a political activist. “Our religion, Judaism, seeks salvation for all mankind,” he said in the 1950s. “The emphasis of our Bible is on social justice for all rather than on the mystic quest of salvation for the individual.” 10 Pool’s mother, Tamar, the Jerusalem-born daughter of a rabbi, was herself a scholar of languages. 11 They’d named their only son, born in 1917, Ithiel, a name that appears only twice in the Bible—once in the book of Nehemiah and once Proverbs—a name associated with signs and prophecy.
He’d been dyslexic as a boy. A teacher trying to explain to Rabbi and Mrs. Pool what was wrong with their son told them to imagine what it would be like if instead of the Pools they thought they were “the Loops.” It was a difficult childhood for the son of lovers of language, to be a boy who stumbled over words. 12 He loved, instead, numbers.
“I do not share all their political views,” Pool had intended to tell the review board. “They are Zionists and I am an anti-Zionist.” Also, “they may have been duped by commie fronts and hidden commies on a few occasions,” but he was sure they were not themselves Communists. “It is easier for me to imagine Mahatma Gandhi as a member of the Union League Club than it is to imagine my Father or my Mother in the Communist Party,” he wrote. He struck all that out, and decided, instead, to wait for questions. 13
The second charge against him was harder to answer: “You have held membership in Communist Front organizations, namely; American Civil Liberties Union, Young Peoples Socialist League, American Student Union and Consumers Union.” 14 None of this was untrue.
Pool had been a precocious child, a brilliant child; he’d even overcome his dyslexia. “Faust is the life story of the struggle of a split personality to find meaning and an aim in life,” he’d written in a penetrating and eerily autobiographical tenth-grade essay, at the Fieldston School in New York. 15 He became a socialist when he was sixteen.
I should like,
gentlemen,
to outline:
First, how I came to be a socialist.
Second, how I ceased being a socialist.
Third, what my attitude towards communism was then.
And fourth, what relevance I think this has to security.
The Depression had driven him to it, he said. “With every month the breadlines were growing longer,” he explained. “I think it is not surprising that a theory which said that misery was bound to increase until the system was changed appealed to me then.” He joined the Young People’s Socialist League, and he joined the ACLU (which was hardly a Communist front). He went to the University of Chicago in 1933, the year Hitler seized power, and studied political science with Lasswell. He was, at that point, still a socialist.
In 1936, the summer after his junior year, he went to Mexico, which would soon offer asylum to Leon Trotsky, the exiled Russian revolutionary. He talked a lot about the proletariat. 16 In Germany, the atrocities began. Pool, in Chicago, watching the rise of Joseph Goebbels, dedicated himself to the study of propaganda. In September 1939, when Germany invaded Poland, and used propaganda to suggest that the Poles had been the aggressors, Pool enrolled in a course called Political Parties and Propaganda. “Discuss the possibilities of the experimental method in studying political behavior,” he was asked on a test. “What difference is there between the authoritarian theory of the state and the totalitarian theory of the state?” 17 Watching the rise of totalitarianism, Pool changed his mind about socialism.
“With the outbreak of the war in Europe in 1939 I concluded that a socialist must be for the Allies against Hitler,” he told the review board. A lot of his socialist friends were pacifists: this he found indefensible.
I came to see that society is far too complex to be tinkered with according to the blueprints of any idealistic theorist, no matter how idealistic.
. . .
In other words, men should not try to play God.
I saw that when they do that the result is fanaticism,
barbarism,
and tyranny as in Russia.
Yes, he had been a socialist. Might he not be absolved? In his defense, Pool quoted the 1940 Republican presidential candidate, Wendell Willkie. “Willkie once said, with reference to his own past, that anyone who is not a socialist at 20 has something wrong with his heart and anyone who is still a socialist at 30 has something wrong with his head.” 18
Pool had been questioned about his views long before he sat in front of a review board in Washington in 1950. After Pearl Harbor, he tried to enlist, only to learn that he had tuberculosis. He wanted to find another way to serve: Lasswell offered him that way. In 1941, when Lasswell started up the Experimental Division for the Study of Wartime Communications at the Library of Congress, Pool, still a graduate student, joined him there, to conduct propaganda by way of the quantitative analysis of words. 19 This field—the counting of words—became known as “content analysis.” For Lasswell, Pool worked on a content analysis of Communist propaganda in reaction to frustration. He counted the words, particular words, in Soviet newspapers, searching for patterns. 20 Someone must have questioned whether Pool really ought to be working for the government, in any capacity, because in April 1942, all of twenty-four, he wrote a “To Whom It May Concern” letter attempting to clear up “a number of instances of confusion of my present with past political views,” presumably the sort of confusion that was impeding Lasswell’s ability to hire him for a government job, permanently. Pool explained in this letter that he’d decided to devote himself to academic research, instead of revolution, and that he’d also become quieter about his opinions. 21 The fiery college student had become a cautious graduate student.
In September 1942, Pool accepted a position teaching political science at Hobart College, in Geneva, in upstate New York, where he moved with his wife, a scientist, and their first baby, a son named Jonathan. Another son, Jeremy, would be born in 1945, the year the war ended, with the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Pool was named chairman of Hobart’s Division of Social Science. 22 “It is hardly an atmosphere where a violent radical would thrive unnoticed,” Pool told the review board. 23 That seemed a reasonable enough statement, but teaching at a small school in a small town, unnoticed by everyone, was just what a former Nazi, a war criminal, disguised as “Charles Rankin,” did in Orson Welles’s chilling 1946 film, The Stranger. “Not only in the College, but also in the town, I was accepted as a reliable, responsible, and loyal citizen,” Pool said. So was Charles Rankin. That was the problem with subversives: they found it so easy to hide.
In 1948, when the government denied Pool a security clearance, RAND rescinded its offer of employment. Pool had no intention of spending his career at Hobart College. The next year, he took an unpaid leave of absence from Hobart to accept a job at a Palo Alto think tank at Stanford called the Hoover Institute and Library on War, Revolution and Peace. There, with Lasswell and another young scholar named Daniel Lerner, he continued the work they’d all done during the war in a new form, a Carnegie Corporation–funded project called Revolution and the Development of International Relations, or RADIR. It was meant to be a kind of social science radar. “Radar,” short for “radio detection and ranging,” had been pioneered at MIT. Radar detects the motion of objects; RADIR was meant to detect the movement of ideas.
At Stanford, Lasswell, Lerner, and Pool were trying to invent a kind of ideological radar that could detect the bleep, bleep, bleep of political unrest. (One way to think about this kind of content-analysis work is as a very early version of Google Trends, which also started at Stanford, in the graduate work of Larry Page and Sergey Brin.) In one study, Lasswell, Lerner, and Pool searched editorials in the leading newspapers of Great Britain, Russia, the United States, France, and Germany, from 1890 to 1950, for words like “internationalism” and “security,” and then counted these words and sorted, or coded, them into 416 political symbols. Lasswell made the list of symbols. Lerner supervised the coding. And Pool analyzed the results, in hopes of creating a mathematical model—ultimately, a predictive model—of the historical relationship between “ideology” (democracy and capitalism) and “counter-ideology” (authoritarianism and socialism). 24 They were playing Spot the Revolution. They wanted to know: What will happen next?
All that while, the House Un-American Activities Committee, or HUAC, whose members included a freshman congressman from California named Richard M. Nixon, was playing Spot the Subversive. David de Sola Pool’s name turned up in a HUAC document from March 1950, on a list of sponsors of a 1948 Chicago conference of the “American Committee for Protection of Foreign Born,” an organization suspected of being a Communist front. 25 Pool’s chances at a security clearance were getting worse, not better. By then, he’d realized he’d need outside support. He secured and submitted to the review board an affidavit from Ralph de Toledano, an editor of Newsweek and later a founder of National Review who’d likely known Pool since they were students together at the Fieldston School. 26 De Toledano also wrote a letter to Nixon, pleading Pool’s case. “His record is clean right down the line—anti-Stalinist all the way,” de Toledano informed Nixon. “On his parents, the story is a little different. They are not Party members but they’ve got some bad party front affiliations and they’ve been pretty involved. If this means that Ithiel is marked lousy, I don’t know what can be done. I do know that he sees them practically never—they’re in New York and he in California.” 27
In the end, Pool’s argument before the review board came down to his personal conviction: socialists are truthful people who state their beliefs in the open; Communists are liars and subversives who hide what they believe. He was an honest man, a former socialist, but he had never been a Communist. And he was no longer a member of the Left. 28
Two weeks after Pool delivered his statement, the review board reversed its decision and granted him his long-sought security clearance: “The Secretaries of the Army, Navy, and Air Force therefore withdraw any objection to your employment on classified military information.” 29 Pool wrote to Nixon to thank him. 30
Pool had come by his security clearance and his anti-Communist credentials the hard way, and he would cling to them, and burnish them, all his life, like medals earned on a battlefield. Saul Bellow, who’d known Pool since they were undergraduates and fellow Trotskyites at the University of Chicago, later memorialized him as “Ithiel Regler” in a novel called A Theft. Bellow must have known about Pool’s troubles getting a national security clearance. In the novel, he includes a scene in which Ithiel Regler, asked for an ID, provides a “Pentagon pass.” Bellow took pains to remark that this Ithiel could be relied upon: “he wouldn’t give out information that might be classified.” Ithiel Regler had every president’s ear: “If he wanted, he could do with Nixon, Johnson, Kennedy, or Kissinger, with the shah or de Gaulle, what Keynes has done with the Allies at Versailles.” Ithiel Regler says oracular things like “Neither the Russians nor the Americans can manage the world. Not capable of organizing the future.” 31 Ithiel de Sola Pool was not Ithiel Regler, not exactly, but, like him, he would try and try to organize that future, by the use of numbers and mathematical models, to make human behavior predictable. Fanatics and fascists made men gods, Pool thought. He would place his faith in numbers, patterns, models, and calculated predictions.
Between 1950 and 1952, the budget of the United States Department of Defense grew from $500 million to $1.6 billion. In 1953, Eisenhower committed to a defense strategy known as the “New Look,” which placed priority on the precise targeting of weapons, rather than on ground troops. This pumped money into both the electronics and the aeronautics industries and into advanced research into technologies that could speed calculation. In the middle of the 1950s, military spending made up close to three-quarters of the federal budget. 32 In 1952, the National Science Foundation announced that the nation needed one hundred thousand more scientists; universities furiously set about producing them. 33
In 1951, with his long-sought security clearance in hand, Pool resigned from Hobart College and went back to the Hoover Institute. In nearby Berkeley, or maybe in a meeting at Stanford, he met the mesmerizing, out-of-a-novel-by-Ian-Fleming Eugene Burdick. 34 But the prospects for behavioral science at Stanford were limited. Liberal intellectuals might have concluded that liberalism had triumphed the world over, but liberalism had not triumphed, and one place where it had really not triumphed was Stanford University. Instead, Stanford became an incubator, one among many, of the modern conservative movement. Herbert Hoover, an ex-president, an engineer, a Stanford alum, and the founder of the Hoover Institute, rejected what he called the “squirrel-cage scholasticism” of behavioral science. 35 He was not alone. In 1952, in God and Man at Yale, a very young William F. Buckley offered a similar rebuke. To conservatives, behavioral science smacked of the New Deal. Throughout the McCarthyite 1950s, conservatives damned the godlessness and “moral idiocy” of behavioral science, citing its technocratic posture as a species of socialism, the control of the people, even of their very minds, by the state. 36
There was something more to their critique. Conservatives looked to the past, venerated the past. “A conservative is someone who stands athwart history yelling Stop,” Buckley would famously declare in 1955, in National Review. 37 Behavioral science looked to the future. That, to conservatives, was a hallmark of its liberalism.
Pool looked for a job somewhere else: MIT. In 1949, when the Russians jammed radio transmissions to the Soviet Union, the State Department turned to university researchers to help solve the problem of “how to get information into Russia.” This led in 1950 to Project TROY, a joint operation of scholars from MIT, Harvard, and RAND, which recommended a series of technical means of “perforating the iron curtain.” To develop psychological means to the same end, MIT in 1952 established the Center for International Studies, funded by the Ford Foundation and the CIA and headed by Project TROY’s Max Millikan, a former assistant director of the CIA. The next year, Millikan hired Pool to direct the center’s new International Communications Program. Pool’s colleague Daniel Lerner moved to MIT, too. 38
The departure of Pool and Lerner from the Hoover Institute left Palo Alto without a behavioral sciences research group, a vacancy filled by the Center for Advanced Study, founded the next year. 39 In 1959, Hoover would remake his eponymous institution into a conservative think tank. “The purpose of this institution,” its new charter said, “must be, by its research and publications, to demonstrate the evils of the doctrines of Karl Marx.” 40
Disavowing Marx, most midcentury American behavioral scientists flirted with Freud. They submitted themselves to psychoanalysis; it infected their marriages like a virus. They loved women; they found women disgusting; they hated women. They divorced women. Analyzed, Pool left his wife and their two young sons. He found his second wife when, after accepting the position at MIT, he visited the University of Chicago and met a PhD student in psychology, Jean MacKenzie. She had just finished her dissertation, having made a study of the role of research scientists in corporate laboratories. 41 She was glad Pool had already been analyzed. 42 She converted to Judaism and married him in March 1956. 43 Of all the Simulmatics marriages, theirs would be the strongest.
Saul Bellow, who adored the idea of female enthrallment, would describe Ithiel Regler as irresistible to women. 44 “On a scale of one to ten . . . he was ten,” a female character in Bellow’s novel reports. “When Ithiel comes to town and I see him at lunch, I start to flow for him. He used to make me come by stroking my cheek. It can happen when he talks to me. Or even when I see him on TV or just hear his voice. He doesn’t know it—I think not—and anyway Ithiel wouldn’t want to do harm, interfere, dominate or exploit—that’s not the way he is.” 45 Bellow’s heroine (like all Bellow women) “let politics alone, asking no questions.” The classified nature of Ithiel Regler’s work only added to his allure. “The more hidden his activities, the better she felt about him. Power, danger, secrecy, made him even sexier.” In her Manhattan apartment, she cooks for him naked, wearing nothing but clogs, while, “stretched on the bed, Ithiel studied his dangerous documents (all those forbidden facts).” 46 This was less a portrait of Ithiel de Sola Pool than a fantasy of Saul Bellow’s, a fantasy of stretching in bed with his very important work, his dangerous documents, his forbidden facts, watching a naked woman cooking for him in the kitchen. Still, it wasn’t only Bellow’s fantasy; it was the fantasy of an entire generation.
During the years when Pool rose to influence in the Pentagon, the United States exerted its authority around the world. In 1950, when Pool wrote to thank Nixon for his help in getting a security clearance, he urged the new senator to keep hitting Communists hard, especially abroad. “The communists will keep punching wherever they can make a dent, and we must do the same,” Pool told Nixon. “If we withdraw it will only be a matter of time before they can mobilize overwhelming force against us from all continents.” 47
The places where communism could make a dent were, at this point, not in Europe but, instead, where people who had freed themselves of European imperial rule were building new nations. Some would be Communist, allied with the Soviet Union and China; others would be capitalist, allied with the United States. American money went where the Pentagon believed it was needed most, to stop the spread of communism. Between 1949 and 1952, three-quarters of U.S. foreign aid went to nations in Europe; between 1953 and 1957, three-quarters of that same budget went to countries outside Europe. Much of that money went to Southeast Asia.
In 1951, Massachusetts congressman John F. Kennedy and his younger brother Robert went on a seven-week tour of the Middle East and Asia. Jack Kennedy intended to run for a seat in the Senate; Bobby would manage his campaign. Fatefully, they stopped in Vietnam, which had declared its independence from French rule at the end of the Second World War. France, though, had refused to recognize Vietnam’s independence. “The case of Indochina is perfectly clear,” FDR had written in 1944. “France has milked it for one hundred years. The people of Indochina are entitled to something better than that.” 48 But in 1951, with France still fighting to regain power in a war against forces led by Ho Chi Minh, the United States, violating a staunch opposition to colonialism, a commitment made by FDR, was providing aid to France. 49
Could behavioral scientists have predicted anything accurately in the 1950s, much agony would have been averted. The future of war? The United States engaged only in the futility of ill-considered military spending. Despite $2.5 billion in military aid from the United States, France lost the war in 1954, at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu, after which a peace treaty forged at Geneva divided Vietnam at the seventeenth parallel. North Vietnam would be Communist, headed by Ho Chi Minh. South Vietnam would be headed by Ngo Dinh Diem, a U.S.-backed Catholic nationalist. Elections about reunification were to be held in two years. They were never held. Instead, Diem declared South Vietnam a republic, and war broke out between the North and the South. The United States provided, at first, only advisers, then air support, then marines, and finally soldiers, in a war that would not end until 1975, by which time it would have taken the lives of fifty-eight thousand Americans and three million Vietnamese, two million of them civilians.
In 1955, Graham Greene, who had reported from French Indochina for the London Times, would lament French colonialism and American advice alike, in a novel called The Quiet American, in which a hard-bitten English newspaper correspondent on assignment in Saigon watches an agent named Alden Pyle arrive in Vietnam and die there, as deluded about America’s role in Indochina at the end the book as he’d been at the beginning. Greene based his Pool-like Pyle on an American aid worker he’d met in Saigon in 1951. “Pyle was very earnest and I had suffered from his lectures on the Far East, which he had known for as many months as I had years,” Greene’s narrator observes. “Democracy was another subject of his—he had pronounced and aggravating views on what the United States was doing for the world.”
Pyle is also often, if wrongly, read as modeled on Colonel Edward Lansdale, a former advertising executive turned CIA psychological warfare expert who spoke neither French nor Vietnamese but nevertheless went to Vietnam in 1954 to support a pro-American government and undermine Vietnamese Communists. Greene denied any connection and insisted that this reading was largely Lansdale’s own: arguing that Pyle was modeled on him was a way for Lansdale to damn Greene’s anti-Americanism while making himself into a literary celebrity. Greene and Lansdale had in fact met in Vietnam in 1954. 50 In any case, Pyle was younger and more innocent (“I never knew a man who had better motives for all the trouble he caused”) and more of a reader than Lansdale. At one point, the narrator, stopping in Pyle’s apartment—the two men are fighting for the love of a Vietnamese woman named Phuong—thumbs through the books on Pyle’s bookshelf: The Advance of Red China, The Challenge to Democracy, The Role of the West. 51 It might have been Pool’s bookshelf.
In 1955,the year Greene published The Quiet American, Ithiel de Sola Pool, defense intellectual, took on a consulting job with New York ad man Edward L. Greenfield. They might have met earlier, maybe in 1950, when Greenfield was studying, briefly, with Lasswell at Yale. Pool would surely have been in close communication with Lasswell that year, asking for his help in gaining a security clearance. Greenfield and Pool had Lasswell in common, and more, too. They were part of a generational and religious cohort: young, ambitious Jewish men who’d missed the fighting in the Second World War and traded one faith for another, Judaism for liberalism.
“Last night’s gathering went a long way towards cementing the group,” Greenfield reported to Pool in December 1955, from the offices of Edward L. Greenfield & Co. in New York. 52 Greenfield knew Lasswell. Greenfield knew Burdick. Greenfield, it seemed, knew everyone. Pool, fascinated, started making notes for a new line of research. How many acquaintances do most people have? How many people do any two people know in common? How many degrees of separation separate any one person from any other? How small is the world?
“Given that A knows B, what is the probability that B knows n persons in the circle of acquaintances of A,” Pool asked. “My first hunch was that perhaps a logarithmic relationship was plausible.” The math dealing with “the probability of B knowing C, given that A knows B and A knows C” was fuzzy. But what about “the case where A does not know B, but where they have one acquaintance in common”? 53
Greenfield collected people. Pool collected data. Pool began to make a list of everyone he knew, including the man who seemed to know everyone: Ed Greenfield. And then he sent that list around, all over the country, to ask people he knew if they knew people he knew: “Check here if you know this person.” He included with the request a “Definition of Knowing”: If you ran into “Edward L. Greenfield, Public Relations, N.Y.C. Formerly Univ. of Chicago, Yale Law School,” on the street, would you recognize him? Would you say hello? Would Edward L. Greenfield know you, too? 54 And then Pool ran the numbers, calculating the chances. He plotted his data and came up with a function to describe that plot. Then he used that function to extrapolate beyond his data. He devised a theory, a theory that would come to undergird all social media companies, including Facebook and Twitter. He called it the theory of “social networks.” 55
In 1956, Greenfield & Co.’s operation in California, installed in an office in San Francisco, reported that Adlai E. Stevenson’s prospects in that state’s upcoming and must-win June 5 primary looked excellent. As early as April, Greenfield began drafting a press release announcing Stevenson’s victory in the state. It began, “In the last twenty-four hours the people of America have overwhelmingly named Adlai Stevenson their choice as the Democratic nominee for President.” 56 Meanwhile, Ithiel de Sola Pool and Eugene Burdick were still conducting their research.
“I’m from the Stevenson for President headquarters,” Pool had instructed his team of California volunteers to say, when knocking on doors. “Mr. Stevenson would like to know how the voters feel,” they were supposed to go on. “He wants to represent the whole American people, but it’s pretty hard for a man in his position to know exactly how they feel.” Then came the questionnaire, whose answers Pool put on punch cards. 57
In California, Burdick and his colleagues conducted in-depth interviews with one hundred political “elites.” Pool and his volunteers polled 750 voters. In a report on Los Angeles, they concluded that “Stevenson has lost a good deal of badly needed support among Negroes and other minority groups.” 58 On May 13, they submitted their final reports to Greenfield. Their leading recommendation had to do with civil rights: “Do not make the mistake of thinking that civil rights and desegregation are important issues only to the Negroes.” 59
In the June 5 California primary, Stevenson beat Kefauver, 1,139,964 to 680,722, with 62.6 percent of the vote. 60 The senator from Tennessee withdrew from the race. Edward L. Greenfield & Co.’s Social Science Division claimed credit.
The 1956 Democratic National Convention was held in the same stockyard amphitheater on the South Side of Chicago where Stevenson had accepted his party nomination four years before. In Gore Vidal’s play The Best Man, set at the convention, an unmistakably Stevenson-like presidential candidate named William Russell, played by Henry Fonda in the movie, is forever quoting Shakespeare and the Old Testament and Oliver Cromwell, to the bafflement of reporters and voters alike. Russell doesn’t like Gallup. “I don’t believe in polls,” he says. “Accurate or not.” He doesn’t like ad men. “This is exactly the kind of thing I went into politics to stop!” he cries. He’s fussy and semantic and metaphysical.
RUSSELL
What is a liberal, Senator?
(RUSSELL crosses to bedroom, picks up dictionary, returns to living room, thumbing pages)
CARLIN
(Groans)
And I thought Adlai Stevenson was a pain in the neck.
Needless to say, Vidal’s best man loses. 61
At the 1956 Democratic National Convention, the actual Adlai Stevenson arranged for John F. Kennedy, now thirty-nine, his star rising, to deliver the nominating speech. Stevenson’s speechwriters drafted the speech, but Kennedy rejected it and, with help from his aide Ted Sorensen, wrote his own. 62 He said, from the festooned rostrum, “The American people saw and heard and admired this man for the first time four years ago, when, out of the usual sea of campaign promises and dreary oratory and catchy slogans, there came something new and different—something great and good—a campaign and a candidate dedicated to telling the truth.” 63
Stevenson had been new and different in ’52; in ’56, he was neither. And, even though Kefauver had withdrawn, Stevenson still hadn’t cinched the nomination. Truman, who’d supported Stevenson in 1952, now supported Averell Harriman, who hadn’t entered any of the primaries. Luckily for Stevenson, Truman’s support didn’t count as much as it used to. Stevenson won the nomination on the first ballot. Stevenson had no intention of hitching himself to his former running mate, the segregationist John Sparkman. Kennedy hoped that Stevenson would name him as the vice-presidential nominee. But Stevenson believed the honor of delivering the nominating address had been enough of a gift for Kennedy. Instead, doing something that had never been done before, Stevenson threw the choice of vice president to the delegates, as a way of demonstrating his commitment to a more democratic process. The delegates chose Kefauver. Stevenson had been nearly certain Kennedy would win. Kennedy never quite forgave him. Nor did his younger brother, closest adviser, and fiercest protector, Bobby, who was famous for bearing grudges, and who believed that Stevenson had double-crossed him. 64
Stevenson, in his acceptance speech, called for a New America. “I mean a New America where poverty is abolished and our abundance is used to enrich the lives of every family,” he said, to a hushed hall. “I mean, my friends, a New America where freedom is made real for all without regard to race or belief or economic condition. I mean a New America which everlastingly attacks the ancient idea that men can solve their differences by killing each other.” 65
He wanted a new America, but he was an old candidate. A lot of Americans were a little sick of Adlai E. Stevenson by 1956. His speeches were beautifully written; his delivery was depressing. After Stevenson delivered his acceptance speech, Arthur Schlesinger ran into Phil Graham, publisher of the Washington Post. “You know, I thought that the Democrats really had a chance to win,” Graham said, “until Adlai began to speak.” 66
For the general election, Stevenson named George Ball his director of public relations, fairly perversely, since it was Ball who in 1952 dubbed the Eisenhower’s approach the Cornflakes Campaign. Ball found the assignment humiliating. 67 Stevenson did agree, this time around, to appear in a series of television ads, except that they were really anti-television ads: their purpose was to warn Americans against believing everything they see on TV. One ad, shot in Stevenson’s book-lined study at his house in Libertyville, Illinois, begins with a gaffer snapping a slate to reveal a frame that exposes all the trappings of a television shoot, its clutter of cameras and cables, an entire contrivance. Stevenson’s television ad was an indictment of television. “I wish you could see what else is in this room,” Stevenson says, directing the viewers’ attention to the artificiality of the scene. “Beside the camera, there are lights over here, there are cables all over the floor.” 68 It was positively postmodern.
Eisenhower, meanwhile, did nearly all of his campaigning on television. After the heart attack he’d suffered in the fall of 1955, he’d undergone surgery for a bowel obstruction the following spring, which together left him little able to head out on the campaign trail. 69 The GOP’s strategy was to build a “political mousetrap”: keeping quiet and letting Stevenson do all the talking, on the theory that he’d eventually screw up. 70
It is difficult to say whether the Stevenson campaign paid much if any attention to the reports that came out of Edward L. Greenfield & Co.’s Social Science Division. In one way, Stevenson appears to have ignored Greenfield’s recommendations: he did not strengthen either his position or his rhetoric on civil rights. In another way, he seemed to accept them. Except for civil rights, “the issues, per se, are relatively unimportant,” one Greenfield & Co. report advised the Stevenson campaign. 71 And maybe Stevenson took that to heart. Critics called him “the Issueless Candidate.” 72
The eggheads still loved him, but there are only so many eggheads. Ike won in a rout. In November 1956, thirty-six million out of sixty-one million votes cast went to the general. He won forty-one out of forty-eight states, including California. Every state Stevenson won had been part of the Confederacy. Democrats won the Jim Crow South and lost the rest of the country. 73 Democrats won both the House and the Senate but, as a national party, the Democratic Party looked to be falling apart. White southern Democrats kept threatening to leave the party if it fought for civil rights, but without fighting for civil rights the Democratic Party could not win back the presidency.
Ed Greenfield, man of ideals, and man of ideas, decided that the Democrats needed a miracle, and he intended to provide it. 74 He needed more men. He intended to build a machine. Sometimes he called it an Issues UNIVAC. Sometimes he called it a Voting Behavior Machine. It would run the numbers, super fast, and tell a candidate the consequences of taking a position on any issue, anywhere, state by state, county by county, voter by voter, issue by issue. It would have to be ready in time for the election of 1960. To build that machine, he knew, he needed a very rare sort of man: a computer man.
The Fortran language is intended to be capable of expressing any problem of numerical computation. . . . However, for problems in which machine words have a logical rather than a numerical meaning it is less satisfactory, and it may fail entirely to express some such problems.
—Fortran: Automatic Coding System for the IBM 704, 1956
Alex Bernstein playing chess with an IBM 704, 1958.
“Sometimes, along about four in the morning,” Alex Bernstein told The New Yorker, “I’d be bent over my chessboard, making encouraging noises at 704, and, glancing up, I’d see somebody staring in at me through the Madison Avenue windows. From the look on his face, I’d know he thought I was absolutely balmy.” 1 Faces pressed to the glass, passersby would watch him, puzzled, bewildered, unable to believe their eyes: Was this funny little man really playing chess against a machine?
The IBM 704 took up “about an eighth of an acre of brightly lighted floor space” in the gleaming ground-floor lobby of IBM’s twenty-story world headquarters in New York, a showroom, on the corner of Madison Avenue and Fifty-Seventh Street. Anyone walking down the sidewalk could peer in through the giant plate-glass windows and see the 704, which, as The New Yorker observed, “consists of eighteen glass-fronted cabinets; an immense console studded with rows of push buttons and red, green, and yellow lights; and a printing machine.” 2 It was like something out of a movie, extraterrestrial.
Bernstein had been born in 1931, in Milan. His parents, Russian Jews, had fled first to France and then to Italy. 3 His father died, but he and his grandfather, mother, and sister eventually made it to New York. He was an avid chess player. “I’ve been playing since I was nine, and I’m fairly good,” he told The New Yorker. He went to the Bronx High School of Science and then to the City University of New York. During the Korean War, he served in the U.S. Army Signal Corps, where he worked on the electronic calculating machines used to break codes and to send signals. (The Signal Corps would retire its last pigeon in 1957.) 4
Electronic computing machines capable of making calculations with unprecedented speed emerged out of the military priorities of the Allies during the Second World War, when engineers in the United States and the United Kingdom built them to compute missile trajectories and crack ciphers. These machines were top secret. The Mark I, developed by Harvard and IBM, was programmed by a navy lieutenant (later rear admiral) and Vassar professor of mathematics named Grace Murray Hopper. The ENIAC, the Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer, had been invented by J. Presper Eckert and John Mauchly at the University of Pennsylvania. After the war, Eckert and Mauchly formed the Eckert-Mauchly Computer Corporation and hired Hopper as senior mathematician at their company, which was soon bought by Remington Rand, a typewriter manufacturer. In 1946, they unveiled the ENIAC to the public. “One of the war’s top secrets, an amazing machine which applies electronic speeds for the first time to mathematical tasks hitherto too difficult and cumbersome for solution, was announced here tonight by the War Department,” reported the New York Times, in a front-page story that included a photograph of a thirty-ton machine the size of a room. 5 A newsreel called it the world’s first “giant electronic brain.” 6
It wasn’t only reporters who likened the new machines to the human brain. In 1948, the MIT mathematician Norbert Wiener published a book called Cybernetics, in which he compared the nervous systems of living things with the automatic control systems of machines. 7 At Remington Rand, Hopper devised the first “compiler,” which allowed programmers to write code in something close to English. 8 In an essay called “The Education of a Computer,” Hopper reported that “it is the current aim to replace, as far as possible, the human brain by an electronic digital computer.” 9
Remington Rand unveiled the UNIVAC in 1951, but the machine made its real public debut on Election Night 1952, when CBS News commissioned it to predict the outcome of the election. Greenfield got giddy at its promise. Still, the development of the first commercially available general purpose computers raised fears about unemployment, about machines replacing men. “Machines should be used instead of people whenever possible,” advised a staffer for the National Office Management Association in 1952. At least at first, though, most machines replaced not men but women, taking over daily office tasks done by female clerks, typists, and filers, and “data-processing” tasks like handling payroll and inventory and generating paychecks. 10
The commerce in computers grew slowly. By 1953, Remington Rand and IBM had, between them, installed a grand total of nine computers in the United States. 11 The practice of referring to these machines as “electronic brains” and “thinking machines” elicited fears of a robot invasion, a nightmare. In 1954, a journalist who visited an IBM factory in Endicott, New York, reported that, although signs on every wall urged him, with IBM’s motto, to think, he left the factory with a melancholy vision of a future “of pale, silent people standing submissively before exorbitantly active metal boxes.” 12 It was just this sort of thing that alarmed the passersby on Madison Avenue who spied Alex Bernstein, pale and exhausted, playing chess in the black of night with an IBM 704, metallic and untiring.
IBM had launched the 704 in 1954, the only computer that could handle complex mathematics. 13 (By the standards of the day, it was blindingly fast, handling twelve thousand floating-point operations per second. By the standards of the twenty-first century, it was prehistorically slow. The 2012 iPhone 5, for instance, handled 171 million floating-point operations per second.) Eugene Burdick had probably seen an IBM 704 at Stanford; it’s exactly the sort of machine he describes in his 1956 novel, The Ninth Wave. At MIT, Ithiel de Sola Pool used one at MIT’s new Computation Center, which housed a single IBM 704, meant to serve every research university in New England. 14
But if these machines were to do more than make very fast calculations, they’d need subtler instructions. IBM charged those of its mathematicians who, like Bernstein, were known to be good chess players, with devising a new compiler, to better translate English-like language into instructions to be given to a machine. In 1956, they created FORTRAN, short for FORmula TRANslation. 15
FORTRAN is usually called a language but it’s not exactly a language, at least in the human sense; it’s a set of instructions used in programming a computer, instructions like READ, FORMAT, GO TO, and IF. IF instructed the 704 to think a thought like this: If A is true, then X; else if B is true, then Y. This is the way a FORTRAN program instructed an IBM 704 to “think”; it isn’t necessarily the way a person thinks. FORTRAN wasn’t designed to teach a 704 to think like a person. It was designed to instruct a 704 to undertake mathematical operations. “The Fortran language is intended to be capable of expressing any problem of numerical computation,” the manual explained. But then it took pains to warn: “However, for problems in which machine words have a logical rather than a numerical meaning, it is less satisfactory, and it may fail entirely to express some such problems.” 16 This caveat notwithstanding, computer men began to call FORTRAN a language, as if it could express everything that mattered. And they began, too, to try to collapse the distinction between an electronic brain and a human one.
The Simulmatics Corporation got its name from two words, mashed together: “simulation” and “automation.” Ed Greenfield always figured “simulmatics” would one day be like the word “cybernetics,” a catchphrase. Instead, “artificial intelligence” became that catchphrase. Still, “artificial intelligence” is pretty close to what Greenfield meant by “simulmatics.”
The expression “artificial intelligence” was coined in 1955 when four men proposed a summer research seminar, to be held at Dartmouth College, in Hanover, New Hampshire: John McCarthy, a young mathematics professor at Dartmouth; Nathaniel Rochester of IBM, who’d designed the IBM 701; Claude Shannon, of Bell Labs; and Marvin Minsky, who’d just finished his PhD at Princeton. Before then, schemes to get a computer to think like a human had fallen under the broad heading of “automation.” In the four men’s proposal for the seminar, they also referred to simulation: they described their work as proceeding from “the conjecture that every aspect of learning or any other feature of intelligence can in principle be so precisely described that a machine can be made to simulate it.” If the brain is like a machine—a very big if—the simulation of human intelligence is limitless, because “if a machine can do a job, then an automatic calculator can be programmed to simulate the machine.” To distinguish what they wanted to do from mere automatic calculation and mere computer simulation, they elected to call what they hoped to study that summer “artificial intelligence.” 17 And that’s what it came to be called eventually, but in the 1950s, on the streets of America, outside of the Dartmouth conference, the words for this sort of thing were still “automation” and “simulation.”
The word “automation,” in the sense of machines that do the work of humans, was first used in 1948. By the mid-1950s, it was everywhere. (Between 1954 and 1955, its frequency of occurrence in major American newspapers multiplied sixfold.) 18 “Simulation,” in the sense of computers using data to create a mathematical model for a real-world behavior—explained to the public as “testing without making actual models”—entered the vernacular at the same time. 19 Computer simulation came out of the war effort and the need to model objects in flight, including airplanes and missiles. After the war, the most important computer simulation project began at MIT in 1950, and led to the development of SAGE (for Semi-Automatic Ground Environment), a network of computers that monitored airspace in order to warn of and intercept Soviet airborne attacks. 20 Meanwhile, the aeronautics industry engaged in what newspapers called “the new field of Flight Simulation,” too, because, as one aerospace industry executive explained, “airplanes simply blast through space faster than the human mind can think.” 21
A calculating machine, given enough information about an aircraft and enough data about factors like weather, can very usefully simulate a flight. Gravity is a law. Also, F = ma: the force that acts on a physical object is equal to its mass times its acceleration. But the computer simulation of human behavior or human cognition is much more difficult. Behavior is not a law, even if behavioral scientists wanted to make it one. Laws of human behavior, like Eugene Burdick’s f + h = p, are something between whimsy and bunk. Fear plus hate does not equal power, not in any mathematical sense, anyway. Nor is cognition a law.
Lacking a theory of cognition, people who worked in the new field of “artificial intelligence” in the 1950s were less interested in getting a machine to think like a brain than in getting a machine to do things a brain can do, like playing chess. The man versus machine chess match has a long history. Beginning in the eighteenth century, a chess-playing automaton known as “the Mechanical Turk”—a wooden figure dressed as a Turkish man—had defeated players across Europe and the United States. Benjamin Franklin had tried to penetrate its secrets. So had Edgar Allan Poe, who in the end figured out that the Turk was really a very tiny man, confined in a box below the chessboard, moving the chess pieces by way of levers. 22 But the mechanical Turk lived on in the memory of mathematicians, as a kind of dare: whoever could first teach a machine to play chess would have broken through a wall. In 1950, the brilliant British mathematician Alan Turing tried to devise a chess-playing program. Alex Bernstein said that Turing’s machine “played a very weak game, made stupid blunders and usually had to resign after a few moves.” 23 Claude Shannon had tried, too. 24 Where these men had failed, Bernstein, working through the night at IBM, had succeeded. 25 He was one of only a handful of men invited to the Dartmouth conference on artificial intelligence in the summer of 1956.
The people machine that Ed Greenfield came to think his company ought to build for the Democratic Party in time for the election of 1960 got its start on the campaign trail, with Adlai Stevenson. It got its start on Madison Avenue, in boardrooms with tiled harlequin floors. It got its start at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, in the hills of Palo Alto. It got its start in the Pentagon, behind guarded doors. It got its start on the ground floor of IBM’s headquarters in Manhattan. And it got its start at Dartmouth, during the first ever conference on artificial intelligence. During all these years, on the streets of every Jim Crow state in the American South, the people protested, the people marched, the people shouted for freedom, the people cried for justice.
On one of the last days of 1955, in Montgomery, Alabama, a forty-two-year-old seamstress and longtime civil rights activist named Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a bus to a white man. Martin Luther King Jr., the elegant, twenty-six-year-old pastor of Montgomery’s Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, spoke at a mass meeting four days later, at a Baptist church on Holt Street. Outside of preaching, he’d never before spoken in public. “There comes a time when people get tired of being trampled over by the iron feet of oppression,” he told the crowd. That day, blacks in Montgomery had begun a boycott of the city’s buses. 26 Every day of the summer of 1956, while Adlai Stevenson campaigned for reelection and prepared for the Democratic National Convention, every day in the summer of 1956, while the nation’s leading computer men gathered at Dartmouth to found the field of artificial intelligence, the people of Montgomery boycotted the city’s buses. “If we are arrested every day, if we are exploited every day, if we are trampled over every day,” King said, after he himself was arrested, “don’t ever let anyone pull you so low as to hate them.” 27
That same summer, Alex Bernstein left his office at IBM in New York and went to New Hampshire, for the summer seminar on artificial intelligence. He’d just gotten married to June Atlas, a schoolteacher who’d graduated from the University of Michigan. They lived in Brooklyn Heights. 28 It must have been hard to leave her during her summer vacation. But he went anyway. Maybe she came, too. Either way, he must have been nervous. He might have felt a bit over his head. These people were university professors, PhDs. He had a bachelor’s degree, from the City University of New York, in medieval literature, a subject he’d also studied at Columbia as a graduate student. But, although they’d invited him, the leaders of the seminar had been dubious about his computer chess program. Claude Shannon had said he was “interested in chess” but wasn’t “too enthused over its relevance.” Marvin Minsky was “very much against chess,” on the grounds that it was little more than a stunt. 29
On August 8, 1956, in a room in Dartmouth’s Mathematics Department, Bernstein presented an early version of his chess program. Getting a computer to play chess, he’d write, was a lot different from getting it to do “an ordinary job performed by a computer, say calculating John Doe’s pay check.” To the question of what to pay John Doe for forty hours at a particular wage, and given a particular tax rate, there is one and only one answer. “But in a chess game there are only two questions to which absolutely definite and unavoidable answers can be given: ‘Is this move legal?’ and ‘Is the game over?’ ” Bernstein explained. “To all other questions there are various possible answers, though some may be more acceptable than others. The problem is to equip the machine with a system of evaluating the merits of the alternatives.” 30 Bernstein had written a program that asked the computer to think through the consequences, over the next two moves, of every possible move.
It took the IBM 704 eight minutes to think through the consequences of any next two moves, a speed nevertheless known as “real time.” Bernstein’s instructions made the 704 into a pretty good chess player. “Once or twice it played so well that it rattled me,” he said. “I’d actually find myself asking it, ‘What the devil are you up to now?’ ” 31 Still, “anyone who can plot a three-move trap can beat it.” Bernstein could have instructed the 704 to think through the next three moves, but then it would have taken eight hours, instead of eight minutes, between each move. A better improvement, he explained, would be to allow the 704 to learn from its mistakes, instead of starting each game as if it had never before played chess. 32 That would require teaching a machine how to learn.
The Montgomery bus boycott ended, on December 20, 1956, with the implementation of a Supreme Court ruling that declared the state and municipal laws that had segregated Montgomery’s buses to be unconstitutional. The boycott had lasted 381 days. Eisenhower had not acted to stop the violence in the South, the John Birchers, the burnings and the lynchings, the White Citizens’ Councils that fought against Brown v. Board of Education. Congress began debating a civil rights act, the first since Reconstruction. The bill passed the House in June, with more support from Republicans than from Democrats. And in August, despite the longest filibuster in American history, led by South Carolina Democrat Strom Thurmond, the Democratic Senate managed to pass it, by way of the political wrangling of Texan Lyndon B. Johnson, Senate majority leader. Johnson, a down-home New Dealer who’d come to Congress in 1937, on FDR’s coattails, understood that it was time for the Democratic Party to renounce segregation, once and for all, and to take the side of civil rights. 33
Despite Johnson’s turnabout, segregationists dug in their heels. In September 1957, Orval Faubus, the governor of Arkansas and a Democrat, sent some 250 soldiers of the National Guard to Little Rock’s Central High School, to bar any black children who tried to get inside the school’s doors. Fifteen-year-old Elizabeth Eckford was turned away by soldiers stationed at the school’s entrance and into a crowd of white students who cried, “Lynch her! Lynch her!” 34 Days later, Eisenhower signed the 1957 Civil Rights Act and then, in a nationally televised address, announced that he’d ordered a thousand paratroopers from the 101st Airborne Division to Little Rock. The federal government had at last intervened to guarantee the constitutional rights of schoolchildren.
Meanwhile, the nation was engaged in another battle, a battle of machines. Ten days after the 101st landed in Little Rock, the Soviet Union launched a satellite named Sputnik into orbit. The Russians had beaten the Americans to space. With Sputnik, the Soviets had far better surveillance capacity than the United States. Sputnik also raised the possibility that the Soviets would soon be able to launch nuclear missiles from space. Democrats were determined to put the ensuing panic to political use.
Kennedy vied with Johnson for the leadership of the party, each looking ahead to the election of 1960. Even before Sputnik, Kennedy had launched an assault on Eisenhower for failing to devote sufficient money to an American missile program. The United States, he said, had fallen behind the USSR in the arms race and suffered from what Kennedy dubbed a “missile gap” (it has since become clear that no such gap existed). 35 Johnson took much the same tack. “People will soon imagine some Russian sitting in Sputnik with a pair of binoculars and reading their mail over their shoulders,” a party strategist wrote to Johnson in October. “The issue is one which, if properly handled, would blast the Republicans out of the water, unify the Democratic Party, and elect you as President.” In November, Johnson convened hearings into why the United States was so far behind the USSR. He warned the American people, “Soon, the Russians will be dropping bombs on us from space like kids dropping rocks onto cars from freeway overpasses.” 36 It was quite clear, to anyone paying attention, that federal government funding for military research would soon be growing at an even faster rate than it had grown since the Cold War began.
After the summer of 1956, Marvin Minsky and John McCarthy moved to MIT, where they founded its Artificial Intelligence Project. The next summer, Claude Shannon went to the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, where he spent a year with Ithiel de Sola Pool. “We have a first rate group,” Pool wrote from Palo Alto. Pool brought to the center another computer man, Manfred Kochen, a staff mathematician from IBM. 37 Kochen and Pool presented their work on the theory of social networks. 38
But Pool had much else on his mind during his year at the center. “There are some complexities that arise from having two families” was how he put it. 39 His two sons from his first marriage lived in San Francisco with their mother. In November 1957, his new wife, Jean, gave birth; she and the baby nearly died; the doctor’s forceps caused terrible hemorrhaging and also blinded the baby, Adam, in one eye. Their lives were saved by transfusions of blood donated by the center fellows and their wives. 40
Pool and Kochen aimed to discover “through how many introductions would one have to go to get from person A to person B.” Their justification was national defense: understanding social networks, Pool wrote in a funding proposal, would be useful for “decision-making, communication, morale, psychological warfare, and intelligence.” Still, he had doubts about this line of research. He asked himself, in a note: “Is this a politically and diplomatically wise move?” 41 He seems to have decided that it wasn’t. 42 He and Kochen wrote up their findings in an essay that circulated, in manuscript form, for decades, but they didn’t publish it. 43 Pool disciplined himself to pursue other lines of research instead. He’d seen that the federal government was changing course, and he changed course, too. He had lots of lines of research, ongoing research. But he decided to concentrate his new efforts on helping Ed Greenfield found the company that would become Simulmatics.
Two weeks after the Soviets launched Sputnik, Eisenhower held a meeting in which he asked the nation’s leading scientists “to tell him where scientific research belonged in the structure of the federal government.” He resolved to establish two new agencies: the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, or NASA, an independent, civilian agency, and the Advanced Research Projects Agency, or ARPA, as part of the Department of Defense. 44 Together, NASA and ARPA would pump staggering sums of money into the electronics and computer industries, as well as to universities, sums never before seen, in an ever accelerating space-and-arms race. The Soviets had been the first to space. With NASA, the Americans would be the first to the moon. The Soviets had been the first to build a satellite. With ARPA, Americans would build better weapons.
Leaders of the civil rights movement would come to view the space race and the arms race as a flight of a different sort, a flight from justice, a flight from commitment, a white flight. “It will cost thirty-five billion dollars to put two men on the moon,” the National Urban League’s Whitney Young would complain. “It would take ten billion dollars to lift every poor person in this country above the official poverty standard this year.” 45 At the launch of Apollo 11, headed for the moon, protesters would carry signs reading, “$12 a day to feed an Astronaut. We Could feed a Starving Child for $8.” “We may go on from this day to Mars and to Jupiter and even to the heavens beyond,” the head of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference would say, “but as long as racism, poverty, and hunger and war prevail on the earth, we as a civilized nation have failed.” 46
The unease ran deeper, too. The environmentalist Rachel Carson worried that, under the programs called for by Eisenhower, “man seems actually likely to take into his hands—ill-prepared as he is psychologically—many of the functions of ‘God.’ ” 47 In 1958, the philosopher Hannah Arendt wondered at the sanity of a press that described the launching of a satellite as a “step toward escape from men’s imprisonment on earth.” 48 When, exactly, had the earth become a prison? The stars had been a dream since the dawn of humankind. Were there no dreams left but dreams of conquest, dreams of machines, dreams of artificial intelligences, dreams of simulated worlds? What about dreams of justice, dreams of equality, dreams of freedom?
Simulmatics began as a dream, Ed Greenfield’s dream, a dream that had to do with his commitment to civil rights, his appetite for power, his envy of academics, and his fascination with the latest, best, fastest machines. A dream of perfect persuasion, of information extraction, of voter prediction, a dream of a world where Adlai Stevenson could win the presidency in the election of 1960 and even win the “negro vote” because he was the best man, even though he wasn’t the most electable man. Alex Bernstein hadn’t ever really thought about the possibility of trying to simulate an election, at least not until he was hired by Ed Greenfield to help write a program that would allow candidates to plot out their next moves on a computer, without actually making them, as if politics were a game of chess, played on magnetic tape on a spinning reel. But for that program, Ed Greenfield needed one last man: a mathematical genius from Columbia known as Wild Bill.
I am skeptical of people whose God is testing.
—Sylvia Plath to her mother, 1960
Minnow Emery McPhee teaching preschool, c. 1950.
Minnow Emery McPhee was quiet and she was loving and she knew how to treat a fever and what finger paint is for. She didn’t have a PhD, but, like most people who teach three-year-olds and four-year-olds, she was an expert on human behavior. In 1956, Ed Greenfield had tried to hire her husband, a dazzlingly brilliant mathematical sociologist, to do some work for the Adlai E. Stevenson campaign and McPhee had dipped in a toe or two, but, then, he was an Eisenhower man. He was also something of a crazy man.
Minnow’s real name was Miriam. She’d been born in Colorado in 1923, one of five children; everyone called her Minnow, like the little fish. 1 She came from can-do women. Her mother had gone to Bryn Mawr. Her aunt Ruth Washburn had served in the Red Cross during the First World War, after which she’d studied at the London School of Economics before earning an MA from Radcliffe and a PhD from Yale; Ruth Washburn, a professor of child development, was a distinguished leader in the child education movement. She also lived with another woman, an archaeologist. Washburn was Minnow’s hero.
In 1942, Minnow Emery, hoping to follow in her aunt’s footsteps, enrolled in the Nursery Training School in Boston, a school whose philosophy was the radical proposition that children are people. Right about then, Minnow’s brother Charles’s best friend asked her to marry him.
Wild Bill McPhee was born in Colorado in 1921, to a family of loggers and cattle drivers. He went to Yale on a scholarship in 1940 but left during his sophomore year to serve in the war, flying a single-engine Piper Cub in the Himalayas. He crashed twice and was the only man in his unit to survive the war, a fact that shook him all of his days. 2
She said yes to his proposal of marriage. That was probably a mistake. Minnow Emery was famously tender. Bill McPhee famously fierce. But there was no backing out. After they got married, Bill started a public opinion company in Colorado, later called Research Services, Inc. 3
They had children straightaway. Wendy was born in 1946, and John, called Jock, in 1949. Bill had a terrible temper. He menaced everyone, and then later, when he calmed down, apologized. He drank and he drank and he drank and he smoked and he smoked and he smoked. You couldn’t see across the living room. Jock got pneumonia four times, from the smoke. 4
Research Services, Inc., caught the attention of Paul Lazarsfeld, who in 1951 recruited McPhee to come to the Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia. The McPhees packed their bags and drove across the country. Bill had never finished college, but he started graduate study with Lazarsfeld, completing the voting behavior work Lazarsfeld and Berelson had begun in 1948; he’s the third author of their landmark 1954 Voting study, the book that knocked the socks off Eugene Burdick, when he read it, during the year he spent with Lazarsfeld at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences. 5 Naturally, when Ed Greenfield started trying to figure out how to program a computer to simulate voting behavior, he asked McPhee if he’d like to be part of a company he was planning to start. He didn’t have a name for the company yet. But Greenfield came up with a code name for something McPhee was working on. He called it Project Macroscope.
The marriages of midcentury, white middle-class liberals were a bad bargain. Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique began in 1957 as a set of interviews she conducted with her Smith College classmates, from the class of 1942, for their fifteenth reunion, women Minnow’s age. Friedan wrote in the tradition of the social critic Vance Packard who in 1957 had published an indictment of the advertising industry, The Hidden Persuaders. Friedan was trying to trace an invisible force, too, “the problem that had no name,” the quiet, lonely, miserable boredom of the American housewife. Wasn’t there, possibly, something more? Friedan asked, “Who knows of the possibilities of love when men and women share not only children, home, and garden, not only the fulfillment of their biological roles, but the responsibilities and passions of the work that creates the human future and the full human knowledge of who they are?” 6 Minnow McPhee knew just what Betty Friedan was talking about.
But there was a bigger problem, too. And it didn’t have a name, either. It had to do with knowledge itself. In the 1950s, when women’s work was not work, women’s knowledge was not knowledge. This had a disastrous effect on the two new fields of knowledge that this era produced: behavioral science and artificial intelligence.
When Bill was in graduate school, Minnow took care of Wendy and Jock and she also got a job at a nursery school. Like her aunt, she made a study of human behavior, not the behavior of voters but the behavior of babies and toddlers. 7 Computers learning language and following rules for behavior are a lot like infants acquiring intelligence and figuring out how to be a person, a similarity that appears to have been entirely lost on the men who studied behavioral science and artificial intelligence in the 1950s. Minnow probably thought about that, but she’d never have had the nerve to point it out to Bill or any of the men he worked with. She found them impossibly intimidating, “all Columbia people with P.H.D.’s,” people she had to persuade to “chat on my level of information.” 8 She was always doing that, undermining herself. And when she didn’t, Bill did it for her. It does not seem to have occurred to him that she knew things about how people behaved. Instead, he toiled on his computer program, looking for wisdom in IF and THEN and ELSE.
Minnow McPhee was a prolific letter writer. She also wrote children’s books, mainly books of poems composed during stolen moments at playgrounds. She’d carry her bundle of pages to editors, thrilled and terrified. “I go to the publishers next Thursday with my poems!” she wrote her mother. “Nothing will come of it—but it amuses me to think I’ll even trespass the doorstep of a publisher.” 9 She sent her poems to Simon & Schuster and then to Viking and Doubleday. 10 “All I want is to break the field so that I can have someway to rake in a penny now and then when we’re low,” she told her aunt. 11
Minnow McPhee was no Sylvia Plath. “Look at me today / My dress is yellow / sticks out just right / My slip is lace / my hat is white /Daddy! Daddy! Boo! Look I’m new.” 12 This poem of Minnow McPhee’s, from a book of children’s poetry she titled Watch Me, is a far cry from Plath’s “Daddy”: “Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through.” 13 Still, Minnow McPhee and Sylvia Plath lived in much the same stultifying world of intellectuals and faculty wives, of darning and sewing and diapering and writing and demurring, demurring, demurring, demurring.
McPhee’s letters to her mother are full of much the same details as Plath’s letters to her own mother, Plath with her yards of white-and-blue flowered fabric and her sewing patterns, stitching little dresses for her daughter, all the while worrying about the “occasional black Moods” of her husband, the English poet Ted Hughes. 14 “The Girl Scout meeting was boring as the devil” was the sort of thing Minnow was forever writing. 15 And McPhee’s letters, like Plath’s, are haunted by the constant threat of violence and humiliation. Once, McPhee came home wearing a new pair of high-heeled shoes, French, with an ankle strap.
“Those are the kind of shoes other ladies wear but not you!” said six-year-old Wendy, delighted.
“Yes,” said Bill. “Whores.” 16
The McPhees’ life revolved around the place Minnow only ever called “the Bureau”: the Bureau of Applied Social Research, a grittier, East Coast version of the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences. She found it dreadful. “It’s hard to find people we both enjoy,” she wrote home. “Most of the Columbia men have rather miserable wives.” 17 They went to bureau bowling games and bureau dinner parties and bureau baseball games and bureau cocktail parties. “I must say the Bureau picnics leave me cold,” wrote Minnow. 18 The women looked dead-eyed.
“Last night we went to the Lazarsfelds after dinner,” Minnow reported in 1951. “Half the time I need a dictionary to know what’s going on but it’s all very restful and uplifting to hear people talk about concepts, logic, psychology, sociology, politics, and what have you.” Minnow liked Lazarsfeld, and about his wife—his third—who was herself trying to finish a PhD, she added, “She grows on you.” 19
There were two other couples Minnow liked: her brother Charles (Chuck) Emery, who was pursuing a PhD in philosophy at Columbia, and his wife, Jane (Janey) Aycrigg, who worked at the bureau, and Indiana-born James Coleman, a graduate student in sociology, and his wife, Lucille (Lu) Ritchey, who also worked as a secretary at the bureau. Chuck suffered from depression and was haunted by what he had seen in the Second World War. Jane wanted desperately to have a baby but could not. Lu Ritchey had met Jim Coleman while they were undergraduates together at Purdue. Like so many women, she’d dropped out of school when she got married; they’d moved to Rochester, where Coleman worked for the Eastman Kodak Company, and then to New York, where they lived in a walk-up apartment in Morningside Heights while Lu took care of Thomas, born in 1955, and John, born in 1957; they had one more son, in 1963. 20 Somewhere along about 1954, Jim Coleman and Jane Emery began an affair. 21 The bureau was that kind of place: swinging social scientists.
“Musical beds is the faculty sport around here,” says George, the history professor, to the biology professor in Edward Albee’s play Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? 22 Some sport. Minnow was bored, really and truly and painfully bored. “I don’t know when I’ve wanted a baby so much,” she wrote in 1953. 23 They moved to the Westchester town of Hastings-on-Hudson, where things looked up, because at least she got to meet people who weren’t part of the bureau. “This neighborhood is a delight to live in,” she wrote. “Predominantly jewish with a smattering of negroes and gentiles mixed in—I’ve never met such friendly people.” 24 In Hastings-on-Hudson, the McPhees were also neighbors with Kenneth and Mamie Clark, researchers who provided the pivotal evidence in Brown v. Board of Education. “He is a negro and has just been down studying the segregation problem in the South,” she told her mother later, reporting that Clark had “stayed with Reverend King who’s [sic] home has been bombed by the White Citizens Committee.” 25
Minnow McPhee tried to put the pieces of her world together. The bureau. Brown v. Board. The quantitative analysis of human behavior for purposes of prediction. So much political tragedy nationwide; so much pettiness at bureau picnics. The gossip, the affairs, the intellectual posing. She was tired. She felt helpless.
She had little luck with her poetry but better luck with the pregnancy. In April 1954, she gave birth to a girl named Sarah. 26 “The babby as black hair,” Wendy reported to her grandmother, spelling as best as she knew how. 27 That summer, the McPhees, the Emerys, and the Colemans went to Hanover, New Hampshire, for bureau meetings in Dartmouth. Minnow sat in on one of their seminars. “A man spoke on philosophy of science and I didn’t understand a word of it!” 28
Was this her fault? Or his?
Ed Greenfield started wooing Bill McPhee in 1956. IBM was wooing him, too. Given the ingenuity and originality of his work, a lot of people were wooing Bill McPhee. The more people wooed him, the worse he treated his wife. “Please try to realize it’s possible to be a great man without being a bastard,” Jane Emery warned him. 29 He found this advice impossible to take. Everything in the culture told him that great men had to be bastards.
The bad bargains of the middle-class marriages of the 1950s were bargains that turned out to be hard to keep. Minnow devotedly cared for the children and worked at the nursery school and also did all the housework. “It is almost bed time and I’ve just finished the dishes,” she wrote her mother. 30 She was very often sick, suffering from exhaustion and also, possibly, from attacks from her husband, who at times weighed 250 pounds. 31 Bill would then insist that Wendy take over the housework. Once, when Bill ordered Wendy to clean up the kitchen, Minnow pointed out that Wendy, then nine, needed to go to bed. Bill yelled, “Minnow, either you run this house or I do.” 32
He did.
After they moved to Hastings-on-Hudson, it got harder for Minnow to leave the house. She couldn’t drive (“I find New York traffic terrifying and wilt at the thought of learning to drive”), which led to still more battles. 33 “Oh how glad I’ll be when Bill is through with his P.H.D. and I can cease to play this ‘Momma-Poppa’ game,’ ” she wrote her mother. 34 But him finishing his PhD would only make things worse.
McPhee said no to Greenfield in 1956 because he didn’t want to work for Adlai Stevenson. And he said no to IBM because he didn’t like the idea of working for a giant corporation. He stayed at the bureau and won grants from the Ford Foundation and the National Science Foundation. It was by now as easy to get money to do quantitative social science as it was hard to get money for nonquantitative scholarship. “The N.S.F. has turned down my research proposal,” the distinguished sociologist C. Wright Mills complained to Lazarsfeld. “So has the Ford Foundation, the Health Department, and Columbia’s own Council of Social Research.” Mills asked Lazarsfeld if he knew where to find “two or three thousand dollars to hire a part-time secretary.” 35 But for the kind of predictive analytic work McPhee wanted to do, you could get funding almost anywhere.
In the summer of 1956, McPhee and Coleman went to Dartmouth, for more seminars with Lazarsfeld. They met there at the same time as the artificial intelligence conference, where Alex Bernstein presented his chess program. There’s no record that McPhee attended the meetings of Dartmouth’s artificial intelligence seminar, but he was in Hanover that summer, and it’s hard to imagine he didn’t drop in. Minnow, eager to escape her cage, took the occasion of his absence to learn how to drive. “Daddy will be in Hanover and won’t know his precious car is being misused,” she wrote Janey. 36
When Bill got back to New York, he threw himself into his dissertation. The deeper he got, decoding the mysteries of human behavior, the more viciously he treated his wife. He recruited her to help out—she coded his data—but the gulf between them widened. (She hated coding. “Never again,” she wrote her mother.) 37 “He doesn’t know how I’m feeling,” Minnow had earlier written to Janey, despairing, “and every time I start to tell him he starts on this long harangue.” It was impossible to talk to him. “If only I could talk to him without him blowing a fuse.” 38
He was drinking more, hostile, screaming, nasty, brutal, treating Minnow “as if a good beating or bawling out were the best approach.” Minnow’s brother Chuck Emery warned him to stop. “You as a scientist of the first rank can be so blind in your most intimate relationships,” Emery wrote, and “this blindness is, as I’ve said before, destroying your wife.” 39
“I really don’t understand why she doesn’t shoot him,” Janey wrote. 40 It was around this time that McPhee told Greenfield about one of his new computer simulation ideas: he wanted “to create a computer simulation of the U.S. television-viewing public.” 41 It could be used to help television stations and networks sell advertising. Or it could be used to help out a political campaign. Eisenhower wouldn’t be running again in 1960, and McPhee had no problem working against Ike’s successor, Richard Nixon.
Greenfield asked McPhee to tell Ithiel de Sola Pool about this new project. Then the three men got together and talked it over. Pool and Greenfield urged McPhee to pursue a slightly different idea: a simulation of the U.S. electorate. 42 Greenfield must have done more than urged. He would have promised McPhee the sky, the moon, and the stars. He would have wined him and dined him. He would have treated him like a messiah, about to deliver American politics from the age of ignorance to the age of knowledge. He would have told him he needed this political simulator now, yesterday, two presidential elections ago, but, damn it, he needed it now. By God, it could save the country, and it could make them all rich!
By early 1958, with Sputnik II now orbiting the earth, McPhee was working obsessively on this new project. He got even crazier, descending into a mania. Janey reported that Bill “is completely involved in his model of voting and yet so much in need of assurances he’s worse than he ever was about monopolizing the conversation and boasting about his contributions to science.” 43 He refused even to come to the dinner table. “Bill types all day long and even right through dinner which is the biggest lot of nonsense,” Janey wrote. She’d about had it with her brother-in-law.
On Saturday, April 12, 1958, Janey took Wendy, Jock, and Sarah to the zoo so Minnow could rest. That night, Janey and Minnow went to see Peyton Place, an adaptation of Grace Metalious’s 1956 blockbuster novel about the sexual repression and thwarted ambitions of women living in a small New England town. “Indian summer is like a woman,” the novel famously begins. “Ripe, hotly passionate, but fickle, she comes and goes as she pleases so that one is never sure whether she will come at all, nor for how long she will stay.” The plot involves adultery, rape, incest, and abortion. “Men were not necessary, for they were unreliable at best, and nothing but creators of trouble” is the view of one of the main characters. 44 The film starred Lana Turner. In its pivotal scene, a girl who has been raped by her stepfather bludgeons him to death. Earlier that month, in real life, Turner’s daughter had killed Turner’s abusive lover, Johnny Stompanato. Minnow told Janey that “there was something wrong with our society that so many men were crapped up.” 45
They really were crapped up: haunted by the war, deluded by Freud, trapped in terrible straits, raised to be strong but not brutal, astute but imperturbable, lines so easy to cross. “Bill ought to be shot,” Janey wrote to Chuck. 46 The next week, when Janey told Minnow about a story she’d read in the newspaper, about a woman who’d shot her husband three times, Minnow said—and Janey described Minnow as uttering these words “in a voice mixed with weariness and hope”—“Why, I never thought of that.” 47
The men often left their women and children to confer with other men about how to train machines to behave like humans, by which they meant: men. In the summer of 1958, Bill McPhee attended a Ford Foundation–funded conference on computer simulation held in Santa Monica and organized jointly by the Social Science Research Council and RAND. 48 That RAND summer of 1958 is legendary in the history of computers, almost as legendary as the artificial intelligence summer at Dartmouth in 1956. People who had never programmed a computer before learned how, mainly on RAND’s computer, which was called JOHNNIAC. Attendance was by application. Most of the twenty participants stayed for three or four weeks. 49 Jim Coleman was there, too. 50 Minnow and Lu and the children stayed home, in Hastings-on-Hudson.
An elated Bill McPhee wrote a letter to nine-year-old Jock about the amazing machines. “Jock, the reason I’m having so much fun here is that the computers (Univac, Manniac + “Johnniac”—I work on Johnniac) are just like big electric trains for grown-up boys.” 51 To Minnow, he started talking about all the money he expected to make off his new project, his voting prediction machine. “Could he really make all the money he claims he could if he wanted to—or not?” Minnow’s sister wondered. 52
Sometime along about this time, apparently not long after Bill got back from Santa Monica, and during the months when he was refining the program upon which the Simulmatics Corporation would be founded, Minnow had him committed to an insane asylum. He was lost. He could not stop.
Bellevue Hospital, which started out as an almshouse, had a long-standing relationship with Columbia. It made sense that Minnow sent him there, and not someplace else. But its psychiatric ward was dire, bleak, and brutal, its inmates forlorn and broken and abandoned. It was the age of electric shock and lobotomies. Ken Kesey wrote One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest in 1959, a story set in a different hospital but bearing witness to the same horrors. Minnow hadn’t shot her husband. But, in commiting him to Bellevue, she hadn’t done nothing, either.
Of the Simulmatics Corporation’s many birthplaces—Madison Avenue, Palo Alto, the Pentagon, IBM—the bleakest was the psychiatric ward of Bellevue Hospital, with its white walls and linoleum floors and locked doors, smelling of antiseptic and urine, amid the mutterings of misery and screams of pain and cries of anguish and peals of deranged laughter and the quieter sounds of weeping. McPhee, using a typewriter, wrote to Coleman and told him Minnow had had him committed. “I’ve got a bunch of lawyers fighting it,” he assured him. The lawyers sound like a delusion.
It was from inside Bellevue that McPhee toiled over his new theory, typing it on eight pages of yellow paper. He illustrated it with sketches. It described his plan to devise a voter prediction machine, as well as the theory behind it. He planned, he said, to create “literally a set of rules of thinking” to “reproduce or better simulate the thinking behavior of voters.” In another letter, he told Coleman that “the yellow-sheet letter” had troubled his psychiatrists: “they seemed to doubt if it was a real letter to any real person.” 53 But it was to a real person. And it was a real idea. Conceived in a mental hospital, it became the core intellectual property of a new company.
McPhee got out of Bellevue. Minnow took him back. He must have suffered terribly. Maybe he got help, one of the newer drugs to treat manic depression, drugs that had wretched, sedating, numbing side effects. If he’d taken them, he’d likely have found it difficult to work, the race car of his mind dragging.
He finished his dissertation. He presented his campaign simulator to his advisers at Columbia, a program designed to make possible “A Fully Observable Electorate.” 54 (It is not, at an elementary level, any different from what Cambridge Analytica sold as its services to the Trump and the Brexit “Leave” campaigns in 2015 and 2016.) The voting studies made it possible to know about voters as “discrete units at the ‘microscopic’ level,” but this system would provide a “macroscopic picture of how, when it is all put together, the aggregate system works.” 55 The earlier voting studies were mere child’s play compared to what McPhee had invented: a voting prediction machine.
Greenfield wanted it, wanted it, wanted it. He’d been wanting it since 1952. Minnow overheard Bill talking to Ed: “mumbling over the phone on a big business deal.” 56 It would make both their fortunes, he’d have promised. Greenfield took McPhee’s paper, “A Model for Analyzing Macro-Dynamics in Voting Systems,” and shaped it into a proposal, part intellectual justification, part business plan, for what Greenfield called “Project Macroscope.” He imagined spinning off his Social Science Division into a new company, to run this project. Its objective was to direct Democratic strategy for the 1960 election.
Greenfield marked the Project Macroscope proposal confidential and had copies made. He circulated it very selectively. It was a trade secret. He also knew it would be controversial.
With Project Macroscope, Greenfield proposed to build an “information bank” out of election returns and public opinion surveys. They’d sort voters into voter types, down to a microscopic level, classifying, for instance, “working-class Negroes in northern cities.” For each voter type, information from the election returns and the public opinion surveys would be sorted by issue. “There is nothing mysterious about this on the surface, the input to the machine being the information about real individuals obtained in surveys,” Greenfield wrote. “However, once this information is inside the high speed storage facilities of the machine, it is a different world.” The machine, crammed with microscopic data about voters and issues, would act as a “macroscope”: you could ask it any question about the kind of move a candidate might make, and it would be able to tell you how voters, down to the tiniest segment of the electorate, would respond. 57 It would be like sitting on Mount Olympus, with the gods, and looking down on the mortals.
Alex Bernstein’s father-in-law was always asking him, whenever they talked about politics, “Yes, yes, but what does it mean for the Jews?” Bernstein, trying to explain to his father what Project Macroscope would do, said, “It will tell you what it means for the Jews!” 58 Or, and more to the point, it could advise Democrats trying to figure out what to say about civil rights.
“Suppose that during the campaign, the question arises as to the possible consequences of making a strong civil rights speech in the deep South,” Greenfield wrote. “We will, from our model, be able to predict what such a speech would mean to each of 1,000 sub-groups of the population, and how many individuals belonging to each sub-group there are in each state. We would therefore be able to predict the approximate small fraction of a percent difference that such a speech would make in each state and consequently to pinpoint the state where it could affect the electoral vote. We might thus advise, for example, that such a speech would lose 2 to 3% of the vote in several Southern states that we would carry anyhow, but might gain ½ of a percent of the vote in some crucial Northern state.” 59
Somewhere along the road, Ed Greenfield had lost hold of his ideals. Maybe he’d just gotten tired of Democrats losing elections. Maybe all that mattered anymore was winning. Or maybe he couldn’t figure out any other way to push the Democratic Party to take a bolder stand on civil rights, something he’d been wanting it to do for years. Should a politician make a strong speech about civil rights in the South because it was the right thing to do? No. A politician should make a strong speech about civil rights in the South when and where the Macroscope advised it, based on the analytics.
Project Macroscope aimed to solve the problem of Adlai E. Stevenson. “The machine is no substitute for human beings,” Greenfield wrote. “Rather it is designed to give human politicians the data so that for the first time they can make really intelligent decisions about how to make the democratic process work.” 60 He was not unaware of how this whole thing looked. “I gather that questions have been raised about the political morality of using advanced computer programs in political research,” he admitted. “There is also the notion that human beings are somehow going to be brainwashed.” This was hogwash. “All that machines do is provide more data to more people more quickly than otherwise.” Also: “It is not proposed to do anything to the voters. The brainwashing analogy is therefore completely irrelevant.” And: “Machines can do nothing but speed up communication,” which means that “they restore the possibility of ready discourse about important matters in large societies.” 61
Greenfield, in New York, sent his confidential proposal for Project Macroscope to Newton Minow, in Chicago. 62 Minow, thirty-three, and the father of three girls, was one of Adlai Stevenson’s closest advisers, a partner at Stevenson’s law firm; he’d also served as Stevenson’s counsel during his two presidential campaigns. Minow was a formidable and principled man. He became best known for serving as chairman of the Federal Communications Commission, under John F. Kennedy. In 1961, as FCC chairman, he would famously declare television a “vast wasteland,” urge the development of educational television for children, and get Congress to pass legislation that established the public broadcasting systems that would become PBS and NPR. He’d known Ed Greenfield since Greenfield had worked on the Stevenson campaign in 1956.
Newton Minow read Greenfield’s proposal and his jaw dropped. He was so alarmed that he made the rather fateful decision to send the proposal on to the Harvard historian and Stevenson speechwriter Arthur Schlesinger Jr., at his office in Cambridge, deep inside the stacks of Widener Library.
Schlesinger, forty-one, and seldom seen without his signature bow tie, was one of the most respected American historians in the United States. He wrote mostly about the presidency. His 1945 book, The Age of Jackson, had won a Pulitzer Prize. He’d win a second Pulitzer for a biography of John F. Kennedy. He was fascinated by political power. Like anyone who is fascinated by power, he was always in danger of falling into its thrall.
In 1952, Schlesinger, like Greenfield, had worked for Averell Harriman’s campaign, but once Stevenson won the Democratic nomination, he’d given the Illinois governor his support. Schlesinger was also capable of great deviousness and betrayal; in 1956, he’d passed the Stevenson campaign inside information about how to defeat Harriman. 63 He’d become a full professor at Harvard in 1954, even while spending a great deal of his time writing speeches for Stevenson. He was close to the Kennedys, especially Jack; he’d known him since they were undergraduates together. And it happened that in Cambridge, on quiet, tree-lined Irving Street, he lived two doors down from Ithiel de Sola Pool. The Schlesingers lived at 109 Irving Street, the Pools at 105.
Schlesinger read Minow’s letter behind the locked door of his study in the library. “Do you remember Ed Greenfield?” Minow asked. “He’s the fellow who in ’56 organized our so-called depth studies, which never really indicated the depth of our despair.” Greenfield had given Minow permission to send the confidential proposal to Schlesinger. Minow wanted Schlesinger’s advice: “Without prejudicing your judgment, my own opinion is that such a thing (a) cannot work, (b) is immoral, (c) should be declared illegal. Please advise.” 64
Schlesinger looked over the proposal. He might well have already known about Project Macroscope, from Pool. He handled Minow’s request for advice delicately. “I have pretty much your feelings about Project Macroscope,” he began. “I shudder at the implication for public leadership of the notion . . . that a man shouldn’t say something until it is cleared with the machine.” But he wasn’t willing to try to thwart it: “I do believe in science and don’t like to be a party to choking off new ideas.” 65
Newton Minow had asked for help. He thought, as a citizen and as a lawyer, that what Ed Greenfield proposed to do was immoral and ought to be declared illegal. Arthur Schlesinger told him to do nothing.
Project Macroscope went ahead. It’s going on still.
“You know, Prestwick, when I look into the future I am certain we are entering upon an era in which religion and mass communications will put all distrust and antagonism behind them, and learn to co-operate to their mutual advantage.”
“That’s certainly a thought, R.V.”
—Michael Frayn, The Tin Men, 1965
An IBM 704, c. 1959.
When a machine takes the job of ten men, where do those ten men go?
—John F. Kennedy, 1960
John F. Kennedy campaign leaflet, 1960.
The Simulmatics Corporation opened for business on February 18, 1959, with offices at 501 Madison Avenue, on the corner of Fifty-Second Street, in a pale brick, thirty-story building five skip-and-a-hop blocks south of IBM’s world headquarters, at 590 Madison Avenue, where Alex Bernstein had played chess with a 704 in the tiny hours of the morning, bishops taking queens, rooks taking pawns, until the final, clattering printout: ***THANK YOU FOR AN INTERESTING GAME***
Simulmatics was a decidedly smaller operation than IBM, occupying 1,625 square feet of office space (less than a third the size of IBM’s lobby alone), in rooms on an upper floor sublet from another tenant for $375 a month, and no equipment more sophisticated than a typewriter. “The Company does not own, and does not intend to acquire, any computer facilities,” Ed Greenfield explained. Instead, at least while it was starting up, it would rent time on the machines at IBM, Columbia, and MIT. Its offices were as modest as its ambition was grand: “The Company proposes to engage principally in estimating probable human behavior by the use of computer technology.” 1 The company proposes to predict the future.
“This is going to be done,” Greenfield promised Newton Minow in March. Minow had asked Arthur Schlesinger for help in trying to stop it; Schlesinger had urged Minow to back off. But, in fact, this thing had already been done: a month before Greenfield wrote to Minow, he’d filed papers of incorporation with the state of New York. 2
The day a door opened with the simulmatics corp. etched into its glass, there might have been some small ceremony. But if there was, Bill McPhee missed it. He’d been in Chicago, scheduled to fly back to New York on American Airlines Flight 320, but he’d canceled his reservation at the last minute and extended his stay in Chicago. Flight 320 crashed into the East River while trying to land at LaGuardia through ice and fog; all but eight passengers were killed. McPhee kept his unused ticket all his life, a good luck charm. 3
If there was an opening day ceremony to christen the new offices of the Simulmatics Corporation, one more man was missing, too. Ed Greenfield had asked Eugene Burdick to join the company. 4 Burdick had just published a new novel, The Ugly American, set in a barely disguised Vietnam. It had gone through twenty printings in its first five months; it would spend a staggering seventy-six weeks on top of the bestseller list. 5 Eisenhower read it over a weekend at Camp David. 6 John F. Kennedy provided a copy to every member of the U.S. Senate. (Though when Kennedy met Burdick, he flattered him by mentioning his admiration not for The Ugly American but for his 1956 novel, The Ninth Wave.) 7 Burdick sold the film rights—the movie would star Marlon Brando—and was by now better known in Hollywood than at the annual meetings of the American Political Science Association. 8 He was still teaching political theory at Berkeley—and the girls hadn’t stopped lining up outside his office door—but he’d also started offering a course called The Political Novel, teaching not Aristotle and Hume but The Manchurian Candidate, The Secret Agent, All the King’s Men, and The Naked and the Dead. 9 The political thriller.
When Greenfield called Burdick to ask him to join Simulmatics’ research board, headed by Ithiel de Sola Pool, Burdick declined. He said he wasn’t sufficiently qualified in mathematics. He was busy. He was a literary celebrity. Also, he thought Simulmatics sounded dangerous. He soon became its fiercest critic. “This may or may not result in evil,” Burdick would warn. “Certainly it will result in the end of politics as Americans have known it.” 10
Politics as Americans had known it would end in the 1960s with or without Simulmatics. The liberal consensus so widely if wrongly perceived in the 1950s would fall apart, and fall to pieces. The long march of the civil rights movement would lead to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. And yet injustice would endure, and protesters would riot on the streets, and police officers would attack them, with dogs and tear gas and bats and hoses. The United States would lose its way in the jungles of Vietnam, a war whose toll would include Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidency and the Great Society itself. Universities would erupt in protest, students staging sit-ins and occupying buildings and, sometimes, threatening violence. A New Left would rise, and a New Right, both dedicated to a politics of confrontation and humiliation and evisceration. By 1967, Arthur Schlesinger would conclude that each of Johnson’s ambitions and ideals, “the fight for equal opportunity for the Negro, the war against poverty, the struggle to save the cities, the improvement of our schools,” had been “starved for the sake of Vietnam.” 11 On the darkest of days, the political leaders of an entire generation would be assassinated, one after another: John F. Kennedy, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr., and, in the last blow of a devastating decade, Robert F. Kennedy. And the decade would end, on an early May day in 1970, with soldiers of the Ohio National Guard—the government itself—firing on unarmed students at Kent State University.
The Simulmatics Corporation, founded in 1959 and bankrupted in 1970, played a role in most of these events, and its history offers a vantage on all of them, a shadow history of the 1960s. It’s as if Simulmatics had left behind not a narrative of the decade but a box of punch cards waiting to be decoded, a cryptic chronicle of the unmaking of American politics.
It began with the effort to draft Adlai Stevenson to run for president, yet one more time. He’d lost twice before. Why would he agree to run again? To save the country from Richard Nixon. Eisenhower had served his two terms, and in 1960, Nixon would be topping the GOP ticket. Stevenson could not abide the idea of a Nixon presidency. “It seems to me unthinkable that a man with his background of slander, abuse, innuendo, expediency and resort to all the most devious political devices should ever occupy an office which we have tried for generations to exalt in the esteem of young people and the world,” Stevenson wrote. 12
Still, Stevenson had not announced his own intention to run. Instead, he weighed the decision, month after month after month. On one hand, a lot of people who’d voted for Eisenhower in 1956, including Bill McPhee, shared Stevenson’s opinion of Nixon, had no intention of voting for him, and favored Stevenson over every other likely Democratic contender, including John F. Kennedy. 13 On the other hand, Stevenson’s prospects in 1960 looked in many ways much grimmer than they had in 1956. “Not even his most adhesive admirers claim that Adlai Stevenson is a great candidate,” the acerbic columnist Mary McGrory wrote in 1959. “They insist, nonetheless, that he would make a great President.” 14 His liabilities hadn’t gone away: the divorce, the bad jokes. Plenty of people who admired Stevenson wished he’d sat out the unwinnable election of 1956 and let Estes Kefauver lose to Eisenhower instead. They asked themselves: What if, what if, what if?
Ed Greenfield was selling something more than second guesses. He was selling a people machine, run by a team of scientists, the What-If Men, custom-built for the Stevenson campaign. In the spring of 1959, about the time he wrote to Newton Minow, Greenfield also wrote to Thomas K. Finletter, Stevenson’s close friend and campaign aide, the man Greenfield had reported to when working for the Stevenson campaign in 1956. Since then, Finletter had started up a brain trust called the Democratic Advisory Council, somewhat in tension with the Democratic National Committee. 15 Greenfield told Finletter about Project Macroscope, informing him that it had now become possible “to develop a computer program which will predict the result of alternative campaign strategies.” 16
Finletter arranged for Greenfield to present his proposal to a group of wealthy donors that had established, for the DAC, a Committee for Special Projects. 17 The committee was led by Agnes E. Meyer, a philanthropist whose husband, Eugene Meyer, had bought the Washington Post in 1933. (In 1946, Eugene Meyer had stepped down as publisher of the Post, naming his son-in-law Philip Graham as his successor. In 1963, after Graham’s suicide, the Meyers’ daughter Katharine Graham would take over.) The committee had retained William Attwood, a former Stevenson speechwriter and editor at Look magazine, to conduct campaign research for Stevenson. 18 Greenfield asked the committee to hire Simulmatics, too, and to the same end.
Greenfield got a nod from the committee, and in May 1959, Greenfield, McPhee, and Pool went to Washington and presented their proposal to members of the Democratic Advisory Council and the Democratic National Committee. 19 The DAC and the DNC agreed to a four-month trial and the New York committee commissioned Simulmatics to conduct a single study, for $35,000. 20 In November, they met again, this time with a team of evaluators that included Harold Lasswell and Paul Lazarsfeld, resulting in a grant of another $30,000. 21 (The combined $65,000 is more than half a million dollars in 2020 money.) Pool called it “a kind of Manhattan Project gamble in politics.” 22 It was as if they were building a bomb.
At the time, the Simulmatics’ Manhattan Project was the largest political science research project in American history. Pool and McPhee began by collecting punch cards from one hundred thousand surveys conducted by Gallup and Roper in 1952, 1954, 1956, and 1958. They sorted the voters queried in those surveys into 480 voter types. “An example of what we mean by a type of voter is: Midwestern, rural, Protestant, lower income, female.” Then they sorted the questions asked on the surveys into about fifty “issue attitudes.” Finally, they recoded all of this data onto new punch cards and built a data set that included election returns from each of those years.
Only a tiny slice of Simulmatics’ bank of voters were black: 6,564 in all, of whom 4,050 were in the North. But the company’s ability to study African Americans as a voting type—and their interest in African Americans as voters—represented a major change in the measurement of public opinion. George Gallup had notoriously failed to include blacks in his surveys, both because he’d assumed that most of them were unable to vote, given the violence and repression in the Jim Crow South, and because his polls appeared in a nationally syndicated newspaper column and southern newspapers had threatened to drop his column if he reported on the opinions of black Americans. 23 Knowing that blacks in the South could not vote—due to voting suppression measures that included poll taxes, literacy tests, and outright violence—most pollsters, following Gallup, had paid very little attention to black voters, anywhere. But Simulmatics wanted to convince the Democratic Party that black votes mattered, and to do that, they needed to count them. 24
Meanwhile, Kennedy, in his bid for the Democratic nomination, began wooing the intellectuals who’d for so long supported Stevenson. He’d nearly become Stevenson’s running mate in 1956; two years later he’d won reelection to the Senate with a whopping 73 percent of the vote. 25 Still, he had liabilities: he was Catholic, and the United States had never before elected a Catholic for president. He was young, only forty-two. He was weak on civil rights. And liberals didn’t trust him. His family had close ties to Joseph McCarthy. His father had donated money to McCarthy’s campaign. His sister had once dated him. His brother Bobby had worked for him. And when Congress voted to censure McCarthy, 67–22, Senator Kennedy, in the hospital recovering from near-fatal complications following surgery, did not appoint an aide to vote on his behalf: he was the only member of the Senate not to cast a vote. 26 Liberals had never forgiven him. Kennedy set about seeking that forgiveness.
“One morning in mid-July 1959, as I was sitting in the sun at Wellfleet, Kennedy called from Hyannis Port to invite me to dinner that night,” Arthur Schlesinger recalled. “This was my first visit to the Kennedy compound.” It would not be his last. Schlesinger began falling in love with Kennedy, and with his wife, too. “Underneath a thin veil of lovely inconsequence, she concealed tremendous awareness,” Schlesinger observed. 27 The wealth, the glamour, the beauty. Kennedy impressed Schlesinger with his vigor and determination and intelligence and also with traits that Stevenson lacked, including decisiveness and ruthlessness. Schlesinger quietly switched sides. For months, he positioned himself as a middleman, calling Stevenson and visiting Kennedy, passing along messages and setting up meetings between the two men, and trying to get Stevenson to throw his support behind Kennedy and declare himself out of the race. 28 None of it worked.
On January 2, 1960, Kennedy announced his bid for the Democratic nomination. Square-shouldered Minnesota senator Hubert Humphrey entered the race, too, though he later said, tellingly, “I felt as competent as any man to be President with the exception of Stevenson.” 29 And still Stevenson, Prince of Danes, refused to say he was running, or that he wasn’t, instead only letting it be known that, if called to serve the country, he would not refuse. 30 This was hardly sufficient to inspire a restless electorate.
The election of John F. Kennedy to the White House in 1960 became the stuff of myth and legend. It carries an air of destiny. This is, in large part, the result of a single book, The Making of the President 1960, the defining, iconic account of the campaign, by the reporter Theodore H. White. 31 It became a bestseller. It won a Pulitzer Prize. It also helped create the myth of Kennedy as an inevitable president when, in fact, the story was rather more complicated than White allowed. White shadowed the Kennedy campaign, and favored the Kennedy campaign, and got far too close to the Kennedy campaign, and to Kennedy himself. In truth, Kennedy’s bid for the nomination had been audacious from the start and it was contested to the last: his victory in the general election was one of the closest in American history.
In February 1960, Simulmatics was still at work on its study of black voters when, at a whites-only lunch counter in a Woolworth’s in Greensboro, four black students from North Carolina A&T refused to give up their seats. Their resolve stirred the nation. The sit-ins spread across the South, to Tennessee and South Carolina, to Georgia and Virginia, to West Virginia, Texas, and Arkansas. “Who do you think you are?” white students carrying Confederate flags taunted them one day. The A&T football team, carrying tiny, hand-held American flags, leapt in and said, “We the Union Army.” 32 And still Simulmatics sorted punch cards, dividing the electorate, voter by voter, issue by issue.
Meanwhile, on the campaign trail, Kennedy seemed to be speaking a new language, “talking in the Stevenson idiom,” as Schlesinger put it, “stressing peril, uncertainty, sacrifice, purpose.” Stevenson’s influence on the party had been profound, but if Kennedy had begun sounding like Stevenson, this was in no small part due to all the time he’d been spending with Stevenson’s former speechwriters, including Schlesinger himself. “Kennedy was emerging as the heir and executor of the Stevenson revolution,” Schlesinger wrote. 33 But it was Schlesinger who crowned him as that heir.
Kennedy’s path to winning the Democratic nomination was to win as many primaries as possible, by as wide a margin as possible, in order to convince the party that he could defeat Nixon, the inevitable Republican nominee. Kennedy built a campaign organization headed by his brother Bobby, with help from another brother, Teddy, much abetted by his long-term aides Theodore Sorensen and Lawrence O’Brien, pressman Pierre Salinger, and pollster Lou Harris. And then he entered nearly every possible primary race, beginning with New Hampshire, which he won on March 8, with 85 percent of the vote. More significantly, he won the Wisconsin primary on April 5, with 56 percent of the vote, a painful defeat for the midwestern Humphrey, who, observing the efficiency of the Kennedy campaign, said, “I feel like an independent merchant bucking a chainstore operation!” On April 12, Kennedy won the primary in Stevenson’s home state of Illinois. Finally, in May, after Kennedy won the West Virginia primary, which Humphrey had been expected to win, Humphrey withdrew from the race. 34 And still Stevenson had not said whether he would run, or not run.
On May 15, 1960, Simulmatics presented the results of its first study, “Negro Voters in Northern Cities,” to the Democratic Advisory Council. It began with a bird’s-eye view. In 1960, a year when 269 of a possible 537 electoral votes were needed to win the presidency, eight states with high African American voter turnout—New York, Pennsylvania, California, Illinois, Ohio, Michigan, New Jersey, and Missouri—would together account for 210 votes. African Americans had long voted Republican, supporting the party of Lincoln, the party of emancipation, but in the 1930s FDR had pulled them into his New Deal coalition. Simulmatics reported that in the 1950s this coalition had begun to fall apart: in 1956 and 1958, Democratic candidates had lost black voters in the North, especially middle-class black voters, because the GOP had a stronger position on civil rights. “The shift was not just a swing to ‘Ike,’ ” Simulmatics reported. “It was definitely a shift in party loyalty,” as evidenced by the swing in the 1958 midterms, when Eisenhower was not on the ballot. “The Negro defectors . . . were party defectors, not ‘Ike’ enthusiasts,” Simulmatics explained. “The thing that won them over was not the father-image of Eisenhower (who was, however, not disliked) but the image of what each party had done for the Negro people.” 35 The GOP was the party of Lincoln, the Democrats the party of the Confederacy.
Simulmatics, in short, made two main points: (1) the Democratic Party could not win back the White House without black voters and (2) the party could succeed in winning back black voters who’d defected to the GOP only by taking a stronger position on civil rights. It might not have seemed to require a team of behavioral scientists, an IBM 704, and $65,000 to make this case, but, arguably, it had.
Stevenson’s supporters might well have found Simulmatics’ report edifying. But they refused to commission any further work. As Pool explained, delicately, “for obvious reasons our original backers no longer felt justified in making commitments for the campaign the head of which was soon to be chosen.” 36 By May 1960, Stevenson had not even entered the race, Humphrey had withdrawn, and Kennedy appeared poised to win it: no Democratic Party organization, no matter how loyal to Stevenson, was any longer in a position to continue to fund campaign research on his behalf.
For Pool, this was a particular blow: Simulmatics’ work had been put on hold in mid-May, exactly when the academic semester ended, just when he and the rest of the academics working for Simulmatics were most available to get meaningful research done. But now, they could do very little except sit tight until the Democratic convention.
Kennedy’s nomination remained uncertain. Even though Stevenson had neither entered the race nor in any other way indicated that he’d stand in Kennedy’s way, plenty of Democrats tried to block and even tackle him. Texas senator Lyndon B. Johnson and other Democrats launched a “Stop Kennedy” campaign. Johnson, a bear and a bully who stood six foot three, knew how to make deals. Born into poverty in Stonewall, Texas, he’d hitched up his pants and clawed his way to power, fighting for Roosevelt’s New Deal and Truman’s Fair Deal. He worked harder than any man in the Senate. But he strenuously disliked Jack Kennedy, the heir apparent, the pampered son of wealth. Johnson was fifty-one, Kennedy, forty-three. When Johnson called Kennedy “the boy,” it wasn’t about their difference in ages; it was about Kennedy’s coddling.
Johnson’s campaign didn’t have much of an operation; he was waging more of a protest than a campaign. But the Stevenson campaign didn’t even have a candidate. Nevertheless, Stevenson’s supporters cobbled together a campaign staff. The New Republic and the Nation endorsed Stevenson and begged him to run. “Draft Stevenson” groups sprouted up all over the country. In May, it seemed not at all improbable that Stevenson would walk into the race and run away with it.
On May 21, the day after the Oregon primary, Kennedy went to visit Stevenson at his house in Libertyville. He asked Stevenson to deliver the nominating speech at the convention. He said, “Look, I have the votes for the nomination and if you don’t give me your support, I’ll have to shit all over you. I don’t want to do that but I can, and I will if I have to.” Stevenson refused. 37
And then Schlesinger publicly defected from the Stevenson camp to the Kennedy camp. “Had Stevenson declared his candidacy, I suppose I would have stayed with him,” he later said, “though I was among those who hoped he would not declare.” 38 He believed Stevenson was the better man but Kennedy the better candidate. 39
Once he switched sides, Schlesinger exerted his power to knock Stevenson out of the race. It was an odd move for a Harvard history professor, an overstepping from which he never really came back. In late May, Schlesinger arranged a meeting between Stevenson and Kennedy. Stevenson refused to endorse Kennedy, pledging only that he would equally refuse to join a “Stop Kennedy” movement. On June 5, Stevenson visited Cambridge and stayed at Schlesinger’s house on Irving Street, two doors down from Pool’s house, and just over the garden gate to John Kenneth Galbraith’s house, at 30 Francis Avenue (the Schlesingers’ backyard bordered the Galbraiths’ backyard). Again Stevenson refused to endorse Kennedy. 40
Then began the battle of the intellectuals. On June 13, some of the leading liberals in the United States, including Eleanor Roosevelt, Reinhold Niebuhr, Archibald MacLeish, John Hersey, Carl Sandburg, and John Steinbeck, sent a petition to the Democratic National Committee endorsing Stevenson. Four days later, on June 17, there appeared a counterpetition, likely written by Schlesinger and signed by a list of intellectuals headed by Schlesinger and Galbraith. “All of us supported Adlai Stevenson in 1952 and 1956 . . . but he insists he is not a candidate in 1960 and Senator Kennedy, a man of whom liberals can be proud, is an active candidate.” The petition urged that “the liberals of America turn to Senator Kennedy for President” and contained Kennedy’s assurance on civil rights “that he favors pledging the Democratic Party to Congressional and Executive action in support of the Supreme Court’s desegregation decisions.” 41
Not everyone jumped ship. Schlesinger’s wife, Marian, told newspapers she was still for Stevenson. “Can’t you control your own wife—or are you like me?” 42 Robert Kennedy wrote in postscript scrawled at the bottom of a letter to Schlesinger. The unimpeachable Newton Minow was among the many former Stevenson supporters who did not defect. 43 Schlesinger later said that he regretted that the statement had come out so soon after Stevenson had been a guest in his house on Irving Street. “I felt badly that I hadn’t warned him that the statement was coming out,” he said. 44 But it was a terrible betrayal. One of Galbraith’s friends accused him of the “worst personal betrayal in American history.” 45
Ithiel de Sola Pool jumped ship, too. He sent Kennedy’s aide Ted Sorensen a copy of Simulmatics’ strictly confidential report on black northern voters. “I would be most interested in any comments you might make about it, or in any ways in which future reports could be improved from the point of view of political usefulness,” Pool wrote Sorensen, all but offering Simulmatics’ services to the Kennedy campaign. 46 Sorensen, it seems, did not bite. At least not before the convention.
The 1960 Democratic National Convention was held in the Los Angeles Memorial Sports Arena, a brand-new venue just south of the University of Southern California. It was scheduled to begin on July 11. On July 5, Lyndon Johnson formally entered the race, not to win but to stop Kennedy. Three days later, on CBS News, Stevenson said that if drafted, he would run, and then he told the New York Times that he would do his “utmost to win.” 47 The Kennedy campaign was rattled.
Stevenson’s campaign staff, organizing a campaign that did not exist, headed to California. The phantom campaign’s press secretary was a young writer named Thomas B. Morgan, who happened to be a very close friend of Ed Greenfield’s. Early in July, Morgan flew from New York to Los Angeles, wearing a “Draft Stevenson” button on his lapel. He was supposed to set up the headquarters for the Stevenson campaign. The DNC, the Kennedy campaign, and the press all set up their headquarters at the Biltmore Hotel, “an enormous, tawny, old-fashioned hostelry, which stands eleven stories high, dominating the green rectangle of Pershing Square,” as Theodore H. White wrote. The Kennedy campaign occupied a four-room suite, Suite 8315. 48 But Paul Butler, the head of the DNC, barred the Stevenson campaign from billeting in the Biltmore, on the grounds that Stevenson was a “noncandidate,” so Morgan set up camp at the Paramount Building, across the square from the Biltmore, where Stevenson’s campaign, all volunteers, slept in sleeping bags on the floor until, eventually, Butler agreed to give the Stevenson people two small rooms on the mezzanine, shabby quarters that the press took to calling “Butler’s pantry.” 49
Kennedy arrived in Los Angeles on Saturday, July 9. So did Stevenson; he was greeted at the airport by ten thousand supporters, still, still, madly for Adlai. 50 At Logan airport in Boston, Schlesinger, waiting to board his own plane, miserable, wrote in his diary, “If AES had any chance, I would feel happier in Los Angeles if I were working for him, or at least I think I would; I think I would feel happier for myself.” 51
Kennedy’s hope was to win on the first ballot, when delegates pledged to him in the primaries had no choice but to vote for him. Stevenson’s plan—or, rather, the plan of his supporters—was to court enough unpledged delegates to keep Kennedy from winning on the first ballot in order to beat him on the second or third. Tom Morgan, trying to spin this, told every reporter he met the same thing: “If Stevenson were to receive the vote of every delegate who really prefers him but is voting for Johnson to stop Kennedy, or for Kennedy to stop Johnson, it would be Stevenson on the first ballot.” 52 But that’s not how a convention works.
Pool and Greenfield were there, too. Pool stayed at the Beverly Hilton. They’d have been talking up Simulmatics, taking names and passing notes scribbled on Simulmatics Corporation stationery. Simulmatics had no formal relationship with either campaign. But Greenfield and Pool wanted to make sure that Simulmatics’ report on black voters in the North got into the hands of the platform committee, to urge the committee to take the strongest position possible on civil rights. Before the convention began, they’d gotten one copy of the report to Chester Bowles, a Kennedy supporter and former governor of Connecticut who served as chairman of the platform committee, and another to Harris Wofford, a Kennedy staffer and friend of Greenfield’s who would draft the platform’s civil rights plank. 53 (“Let me suggest that some time soon you try to talk with a good friend of mine, a very astute public relations man, Ed Greenfield,” Wofford had written to Martin Luther King Jr. earlier that year.) 54 Bowles had appointed a twenty-man drafting panel, dominated by liberals. He’d included only four southerners. The platform committee met on Sunday, July 10, and endorsed a platform called “The Rights of Man.” 55 Its boldest plank concerned civil rights, staking out the most liberal position on civil rights ever taken by either party. 56 Time described it as “a far-out liberal manifesto.” 57
Offstage, presidential nominating conventions involve a lot of hanky-panky and jiggery-pokery and more glitz and glamour and too-rich food and bad champagne than most people see in a lifetime. Gore Vidal hosted a party that, as Schlesinger reported, included “everyone from Max Lerner to Gina Lollobrigida”—that is, all sorts of celebrities, from serious journalists to sex symbols. 58 But politicking happens at parties, too. At a party at the Beverly Hilton, hosted by Agnes Meyer, Stevenson’s supporters begged him to run. The next morning, Newt Minow went to see Stevenson in his bungalow at the Hilton, which was crowded with Draft Stevenson volunteers. Unlike most of Stevenson’s most avid supporters, Minow had counted delegates, pledged and unpledged. He wanted to spare Stevenson defeat. To get away from the din, he pulled Stevenson into a bathroom, for a private word.
“Governor,” he said, “you can listen to what you hear from those people or to me. Illinois is caucusing in fifteen minutes and it’s almost one hundred percent for Kennedy.” Stevenson’s home state was about to set him aside.
“Really?” asked Stevenson.
“Really,” said Minow.
“What do you suggest?”
“I suggest you not go out of here a defeated guy trying to get nominated a third time,” said Minow. “I suggest you come out for Kennedy, be identified with his nomination, and unite the party.” 59
Stevenson hesitated. And hesitated. To run, or not to run. Hamlet to the end.
The convention proper began on Monday, July 11. In the Kennedy suite at the Biltmore that morning, Bobby Kennedy held a staff meeting. He took off his coat and loosened his tie and climbed onto a chair. “I want to say a few words about civil rights,” he began. “We have the best civil rights plank the Democratic party has ever had. I want you fellows to make it clear to your delegations that the Kennedy forces are unequivocally in favor of this plank.” In Schlesinger’s account, it was the best, most sincere, and most inspiring speech of the convention. 60
Outside the arena, thousands of Stevenson supporters gathered, chanting, “We want Stevenson!! We want Stevenson! We want Stevenson! WE WANT STEVENSON!” They carried banners that read, “adlai is a moral man”; “a thinking man’s choice—stevenson!” “win with adlai!” “stick with stevenson”; “nothing less than the best—stevenson!” “face the moral challenge—stevenson”; “we want stevenson!” Even Theodore H. White admitted, “This was more than a demonstration, it was an explosion.” 61
By Tuesday, the number of Stevenson supporters outside the arena had doubled. Stevenson still refused to declare his candidacy, but he began courting state delegations. When Stevenson went to visit the Minnesota delegation, Schlesinger, who had just finished speaking to them, stuck around while Stevenson spoke. In the back of the room, while the delegates applauded Stevenson, Schlesinger wept. He was moved to tears, he admitted in his diary, though he was also newly convinced that Stevenson could never win, but would instead bore voters with his “passionate and rather waspish historical lectures about which no one gave a damn.” 62 Fair enough.
On Tuesday night, Stevenson entered the convention hall, not as a candidate but as a delegate for Illinois. He was greeted with seventeen minutes of applause. 63 Between Monday and Wednesday, White reported, the mood of the convention had changed. “On Monday the delegates had accepted as fact the rumor that Stevenson himself was about to nominate John F. Kennedy. On Wednesday as they woke, they accepted as fact that Stevenson was running and had decided to fight for it.” By Wednesday afternoon, papers had printed new headlines: “kennedy bandwagon falters” and “kennedy tide ebbs.” 64
Stevenson asked Minnesota senator Eugene McCarthy to nominate him. Anticipating the nomination, Stevenson’s campaign committee decided to pack the galleries. This required a certain underhandedness. They got Stevenson-friendly Kennedy ticket holders to give them their tickets; they collected used tickets from the gallery and balcony floors; they had tickets smuggled out and reused. They bribed a security guard. 65 On Wednesday evening, as thousands of Stevenson supporters streamed into the arena, the Los Angeles Police Department called for reinforcements. McCarthy rose to make his speech.
“Do not leave this prophet without honor in his own party,” he pleaded. “Do not reject this man.” The crowd swooned. The applause lasted for twenty-seven minutes, by Morgan’s count. And still came the unending chant, WE WANT STEVENSON! WE WANT STEVENSON! They unfurled banners that read WE WANT STEVENSON! Golden balloons fell from the ceiling.
“The chairman pleaded for order,” White reported. “McCarthy pleaded for order; the Convention band attempted to blare above their shouting; the lights were turned out; and still they chanted: WE WANT STEVENSON.” 66 Morgan later wrote, “Then, as banners snaked along the aisles, waved from the balcony, fluttered from the rafters, a giant papier-maché ‘snowball’—made of petitions bearing more than a million signatures calling on the convention to ‘Draft Stevenson’—rolled out from behind the rostrum. It floated above the crowd as though lifted on an invisible wave of human enthusiasm.” As the giant white ball floated overhead, someone called out, “Look, it’s Sputnik!” 67
H. L. Mencken once said that going to a convention is something between attending a revival and watching a hanging. 68 The snowball named Sputnik? That was old-fashioned politics, the politics of banners and trumpets and signatures, not the politics of punch cards and printouts. The galleries seemed to surge and throb. But, down on the floor, the delegates were strangely silent.
McCarthy asked the delegates to set themselves free from whatever pledge they’d made, no matter the caucuses and the primaries. Nothing, certainly nothing legal, barred them from voting whatever way they wanted to. But by now, in the history of the nominating convention, a set of expectations about the importance of the caucuses and the primaries, the voice of the people, had grown, and many delegates believed themselves bound. “Kennedy held honest title to these instructions from common voters in New Hampshire and Wisconsin, in West Virginia and in Michigan, in Oregon and Indiana,” White wrote. “This the delegates knew; but not the galleries.” 69
In any event, Stevenson had already lost. Earlier that day, he’d tried to convince Chicago’s Richard Daley to deliver the Illinois delegation to him, and Daley had refused. McCarthy knew that, given the numbers, Stevenson couldn’t win: McCarthy’s speech had been less a nomination than a tribute. That night, Morgan’s assistant issued a press release from the Stevenson campaign committee, its last. It consisted of a single sentence: “A funny thing happened to us on the way to the nomination.” 70
Kennedy, unflinching pragmatist, was persuaded to offer the vice presidency to Lyndon Johnson, who was not expected to accept it. The offer, though, was thought to go a long way toward ensuring that Kennedy, if elected president, would have the full support of Johnson as Senate majority leader. Johnson, though, set Kennedy back on his heels. “You just won’t believe it,” Kennedy said, when he came back from meeting with Johnson. “He wants it!” 71
Kennedy accepted the Democratic nomination late in the afternoon on Friday, July 15. He was exhausted. He delivered an acceptance speech so lackluster that it warmed Richard Nixon’s heart. It also gave Nixon confidence that he would have no trouble handling Kennedy in a televised debate, if it came to that. (At the urging of Newton Minow, Adlai Stevenson had debated Estes Kefauver on television during the Democratic primary contest in 1956—the first ever television debate between presidential candidates—and pressure was growing on Nixon and Kennedy to agree to a televised debate.) 72
Kennedy’s speech left Schlesinger troubled. Stevenson, unlike Schlesinger, found both politics and power distasteful: what a lot of people admired about him also made him unelectable. Kennedy was tougher, stronger, more willing to fight, hungrier for power, and less trustworthy. “I believe him to be a liberal,” Schlesinger wrote in his private diary. “I also believe him to be a devious and, if necessary, a ruthless man.” And he suspected that Kennedy would renege on what had been long assumed: that he would appoint Stevenson secretary of state. (He was right. Kennedy instead appointed Stevenson ambassador to the United Nations.) To “the inevitability of Kennedy,” he conceded in his diary, with sorrow. 73
“My admiration for Kennedy’s strength and ability has increased during this convention,” Schlesinger wrote in his diary, but “my affection for him and personal confidence in him have declined.” Something died in Los Angeles that summer, Schlesinger thought: “Something I greatly value has gone out of national politics.” It was the end of the age of Adlai Stevenson.
The next day, Ithiel de Sola Pool submitted a formal proposal to Robert F. Kennedy, at Kennedy for President Headquarters. He offered the Kennedy campaign the services of the Simulmatics Corporation.
Many voters found it difficult to tell Kennedy and Nixon apart. Both were perfectly packaged political candidates, made for cornflakes boxes and television screens, equally detached in their dispositions, with similar military experience in the Second World War and similar records in Congress and the Senate, not to mention the same square jaw, the same wavy hair, the same issuelessness. Schlesinger, hoping to distinguish them, raced to write a fifty-page book: Kennedy or Nixon: Does It Make Any Difference? It sold out in bookstores. “If both men appear at times cool in their attitude toward issues,” he wrote, “this is, I would say, because Kennedy reasons about them, and Nixon doesn’t much care.” 74
Schlesinger’s little book so rattled Nixon’s supporters that William F. Buckley shipped a donkey, an actual ass, to Schlesinger’s door, at 109 Irving Street in Cambridge, with a note about Kennedy or Nixon. Schlesinger’s wife, Marian, shipped the animal straight back to Buckley, at his house in Connecticut. Buckley kept it, and named it “Arthur.” 75
Two doors down, at 105 Irving Street, Ithiel de Sola Pool continued to court a commission for Simulmatics from the Kennedy campaign. The campaign already had a pollster, Lou Harris. Simulmatics was unknown and expensive and, quite possibly, too slow to be of any use. But Simulmatics, Pool promised, “has the facility for providing over-night answers to many questions of policy and strategy of the kind which are bound to arise between now and November.” 76
In a fifteen-page memo, Pool described “the Simulmatics Method” and promised that, although the initial data entry and checking and rechecking of all the earlier polls had taken thousands upon thousands of hours, the company’s bank of data could now be consulted almost instantly, on any question. It had taken a very long time to set the thing up, but now that it was ready, it would be faster than anything else out there. “By use of the 704 Computer every one of these entries can be analyzed and re-combined in any desired pattern in forty minutes,” he explained. “The printing of results takes an additional few hours. The preparation of an analytical report is a matter of a day or two at most.” Voilà! Also, no one in the world was better qualified to do this work for the Kennedy campaign, Pool promised, because “the directors of the project are among the very few persons anywhere who combine an expert social science knowledge of voting behavior and an ability to use the IBM cards and computers.” 77
On July 16, the day Pool first wrote to Robert Kennedy, he also wrote to Lawrence O’Brien, who had worked on Kennedy’s Senate campaigns in 1952 and 1958 and served as the director of his presidential campaign organization in 1960. Simulmatics had already lost precious time, Pool explained. But now the clock was ticking: “We are ready and raring to go.” 78 This wasn’t puffery; this was the truth.
The Kennedy campaign looked on the proposal with no small suspicion, given that it came from an outfit that had worked on Stevenson’s campaign in 1956. Then, too, George Belknap, a polling consultant for the Democratic National Committee, had some doubts about the method, mainly because Simulmatics had cobbled together polls of uneven quality. 79 But Simulmatics pressed its case, promising “to test group responses to events that have not yet taken place. . . . With speed, accuracy, precision, and efficiency, simulation provides a unique test tube for the political strategist. Before he acts, it tells him what would be the effect of his handling of certain issues on the voting behavior of the electorate.” 80
It was a hard sell. But Schlesinger might well have vouched for Pool and, in any event, Pool and Greenfield and McPhee had come up with a smart way of talking about what they were doing. “The relationship between such current intelligence and a simulation model developed out of historical data is analogous to the relationship between current weather information and a climatological model,” they’d say. “One can predict tomorrow’s weather best if one has not only current information but also historical information about patterns into which current reports can be fitted.” 81
On August 11, the Kennedy campaign, persuaded, hired Simulmatics, commissioning three reports, which Simulmatics would have to put together very quickly. The first debate was scheduled for September 26. The election was to be held on November 8.
A mad scramble began, punch cards flying. Greenfield, McPhee, and Yale psychologist Robert Abelson, who had also signed onto Simulmatics, decamped to Pool’s house in Cambridge. Ithiel’s fifteen-year-old son, Jeremy, who was spending the summer with his father, sat in on some of their meetings, watching them pore over endless reams of computer printouts. 82 Then they reconvened at Wading River, where Buckminster Fuller was just beginning work on the geodesic dome he was building for Frank Safford, next to Ed and Patty Greenfield’s house. 83 They’d have had to send a staffer to take the train into New York, to feed punch cards into and collect printouts from the IBM 704 at Columbia. 84 On August 25, they headed to Washington, to submit Simulmatics’ results to Bobby Kennedy and the top campaign staff during a briefing held in RFK’s office. 85
Simulmatics’ three new studies were as shrewd as their initial study on black voters. In a report called “Kennedy Before Labor Day,” they noted that Kennedy was behind Nixon in the polls, narrowly, but nearly a quarter of voters had not yet made a decision. “Democrats generally favor Kennedy, Republicans favor Nixon, and the only major source of deviation was the religious issue,” they wrote. “The issue of anti-Catholicism and religious prejudice could become much more salient in the voters’ minds. If that occurs, what will happen?” IF this, THEN that. They ran a simulation through the computer, analyzing the effect of further discussion of religion on each of 480 voter types concerning “(1) its past voting record; (2) its turnout at the polls; and (3) its attitude toward a Catholic candidate.” 86 As a result of this analysis—the computer simulation of an election that had not yet happened—Simulmatics recommended that Kennedy confront the religion issue head-on, not to avert criticism but to incite it: “The simulation shows that Kennedy today has lost the bulk of the votes he would lose if the election campaign were to be embittered by the issue of anti-Catholicism,” they wrote. “The net worst has been done.”
IF/THEN: “If the campaign becomes embittered he will lose a few more reluctant Protestant votes to Nixon but will gain Catholic and minority group votes.” Not only that, but if the contest became embittered, then Kennedy would be better off because “bitter anti-Catholicism in the campaign would bring about a reaction against prejudice and for Kennedy from Catholics and others who would resent overt prejudice.” 87 IF/THEN. If Kennedy were to talk more about his Catholicism, then he would attacked for it, and that attack would shore up support where Kennedy needed it most. Pointing out that “Negro voters are a danger point for the Kennedy campaign” and that Jewish support for Kennedy was fairly weak, Simulmatics suggested that “a straightforward attack on prejudice will appeal to these minorities since they are ideologically inclined to oppose such prejudices.” 88
If the Kennedy campaign wanted to avoid uncertainty, then it had only to read Simulmatics’ reports. Two more reports, “Nixon Before Labor Day” and “Kennedy, Nixon, and Foreign Affairs,” followed the same method and made similar recommendations. “What we have demonstrated is how data from past situations can be used to simulate a future situation.” 89 They believed they had reinvented American politics.
Much of what Simulmatics recommended to the Kennedy campaign appears to have been fairly commonplace political wisdom among his close circle of advisers. There’s a lot of bluster and nonsense in the archival trail left behind by flimflam men. There’s really no objective way to measure the influence of the Simulmatics reports on the Kennedy campaign. As Pool admitted, “When Kennedy decided to confront the bigots head on, he himself could not say what part in his decision was played by any one piece of evidence.” 90 That said, after the Simulmatics briefing, the Kennedy campaign quite exactly followed Simulmatics’ advice about what Kennedy should do after Labor Day. 91
Kennedy, who had trailed Nixon in the polls all summer, gained on him after Labor Day for three reasons: his advocacy for civil rights, his stance on religion, and his performance in four televised debates with Nixon. In each of these cases, the approach he took had been recommended by Simulmatics.
Simulmatics had specifically urged a stronger stance on civil rights in its first report, presented to the DNC in May, sent by Pool to the Kennedy campaign in June, and distributed to other Kennedy staffers at the convention. Immediately after the convention, Kennedy, the Democratic candidate least appealing to African Americans, set up a civil rights “division”; it was headed by Harris Wofford, the friend of Ed Greenfield’s who’d drafted the civil rights plank on the party’s platform. 92 In late October, Kennedy dramatically improved his standing with African American voters after he called Coretta Scott King to express concern and support when Martin Luther King Jr. was arrested while leading a protest in Atlanta. The suggestion that Kennedy call Mrs. King came from Harris Wofford. 93
Kennedy began discussing his Catholicism frankly in early September. Simulmatics had specifically recommended this approach in its second report, delivered to the campaign on August 25. Instead of deflecting anti-Catholic opposition, the campaign drew attention to it, stirred it up, and sought opportunities for the candidate to respond by decrying religious prejudice. He accepted an invitation to speak before Protestant pastors at the Houston Ministers Conference on September 12, where he squarely condemned religious intolerance. “I may be the victim, but tomorrow it may be you,” he said. And he warned, “I am not the Catholic candidate for President. I am the Democratic Party’s candidate for President who happens also to be a Catholic. I do not speak for my church on public matters—and the church does not speak for me.” 94
The weekend after Labor Day, the last beach weekend of the summer, Ed Greenfield hosted twenty people at his house at Wading River. “Lordy—there were twenty-five mouths for his wife Pat to feed,” Minnow McPhee wrote sympathetically. Minnow and Bill McPhee went, with Wendy, Jock, and little Sarah in tow. 95 McPhee, Greenfield, and Pool were likely working on a strategy for Kennedy during the upcoming debates, not least because Pool and McPhee were the nation’s leading authorities on the image of politicians on television.
One of the Simulmatics reports given to Kennedy specifically addressed the upcoming debates, describing them as a risk for Nixon: “The danger to Nixon is that Kennedy can make use of his more personable traits—including a range of emotions such as fervor, humor, friendship, and spirituality beyond the expected seriousness and anger—and thus cause Nixon to ‘lose the debates.’ ” 96 Pool later claimed that the Simulmatics “machine” played a role in Kennedy’s approach to the debates. “Some said the debates would hurt him; others said they would be decisive,” Pool later told the press. “The machine was another voice that the candidate consulted.” 97 The machine, the People Machine.
John F. Kennedy spent Election Night, November 8, at his family’s compound in Hyannis, where a pink-and-white children’s bedroom on the second floor of Robert Kennedy’s house had been converted into a data center. The children’s things had been cleared, White wrote, “the beds removed, the baby chairs thrust to the side,” and in their stead had been placed a long table, where pollster Lou Harris pored over “reports received from the communications center downstairs and from the four teletypewriters of the wire agencies installed in the adjacent bedroom.” 98
All night, Kennedy walked back and forth across the lawn, from his own house, where the always elegant Jackie, eight months pregnant, was trying to rest, to Bobby’s house, where the teletype keys were clattering. But ordinary Americans had their own data centers in their own living rooms, or their children’s bedrooms, or their kitchens: wherever they watched television. The election of 1960 was “the fastest and best reported election in U.S. history.” All three networks used computers. CBS News relied on IBM. 99
The two machines that had upended American political culture in the 1950s, the television and the computer, held center stage in 1960. The first Election Night reported by computer had come in 1952, when CBS hired a UNIVAC to tally the votes and predict the outcome, in coverage that had turned out to be something of a fiasco. But by 1960, IBM had a much faster computer, the IBM 7090, which tallied the returns at nearly twice the rate of 1956’s computations.
If the election of 1960 was the fastest ever calculated, it was also the closest presidential race since the 1880s. Sixty-eight million votes from 171,311 precincts were tallied by an IBM RAMAC 305 in Studio 65, the CBS News Election Headquarters on Twenty-Sixth Street in New York. Meanwhile, “in the IBM Datacenter, about a mile and a quarter uptown from Studio 65, the same IBM 7090 that was being used for the forecasting operation was put to work analyzing trends of historical significance as they developed.” 100
IBM, which had tried to hire Bill McPhee, had undertaken a project not unlike Project Macroscope, not for the purpose of devising a campaign strategy but for the purpose of reporting the voting. In advance of the election, IBM had compiled a data bank based on earlier elections by conducting a voting behavior study in 502 precincts in seventeen states: “Leading political scientists at universities in each of these states researched the precincts in that state to determine predominant voter characteristics. If a precinct had largely white-collar, rather than blue-collar voters, it was listed as a white-collar precinct. It was similarly classified for the rural or urban, racial, ethnic, and religious characteristics of its voters. Each precinct was identified not only by these characteristics, and by its state and region, but also by available voting records for presidential and House elections in 1956, 1952, 1948, and 1928.” (IBM chose 1928 because it was the only other year that a Catholic, Al Smith, had run for president.) As the company explained, “All of this historical information on the special precincts was stored in the memory of the IBM 7090 computer to provide a representative sample of the national voting population.” 101
IBM, following the model pioneered by Simulmatics, used voting behavior research to compile a set of historical data on which it could make super-fast predictions. On Election Night, IBM’s 7090 made its first prediction at 7:26 p.m., when hardly any polls had closed, and with less than 1 percent of all precincts reporting. CBS announced this prediction, cautiously. 102 (Only in later years would news networks agree to delay making predictions in any state until its polls had closed.)
The mood at the Kennedy compound turned gloomy. Not many minutes later, at 8:12 p.m., with less than 4 percent of all precincts reporting, the 7090 offered a new prediction: Kennedy would win with 51 percent of the popular vote to Nixon’s 49 percent. CBS broadcast this prediction—absent any caveat—at 8:14 p.m., “the first forecast of a Kennedy victory to go on the air.” 103
Even more significant than its predictions, IBM asserted, was its on-the-spot election analysis. The very minute the polls closed in each of its 502 precincts in seventeen states, CBS News correspondents on the scene phoned the results to the data center, where these results were punched into cards, placed on a conveyor belt, and fed into the 7090. “Because of its ability to sort these returns and relate them to the voluminous data previously stored in its memory, the computer could then speedily answer all the thousands of questions which might be put to it on what the vote meant—in any one of those precincts, in any combination of them, or in the entire sample,” IBM reported. Its 7090 could answer virtually any question in fifteen seconds. 104
In the end, IBM’s election prediction held. With a razor-thin popular vote margin, Kennedy won with 34,226,731 votes, or 49.7 percent, to Nixon’s 34,108,157, or 49.5 percent. 105 Kennedy’s electoral margin of victory, 303 to 219, was wide. But the popular vote was close enough to lead to two recounts, efforts led by the Republican National Committee but not endorsed by Nixon, who said, privately, “Our country can’t afford the agony of a constitutional crisis—and I damn well will not be a party to creating one just to become President or anything else.” 106
Nationally, if a single vote in every precinct had gone the other way, Nixon would have won the election. As Simulmatics predicted, “Negro voters in the North” turned out to be crucial to the Democrats’ victory. Without them, Kennedy would have lost. 107
John F. Kennedy became the thirty-fifth president of the United States. Computers came to rule Election Night. And the Simulmatics Corporation launched a publicity blitz.
“How important is that machinery? Is it as vital as they say?”
“Computers are like Scrabble games,” I told her. “Unless you know how to use them, they’re just a boxful of junk.”
—Len Deighton, The Billion-Dollar Brain, 1966
A Simulmatics Corporation brochure, c. 1961.
The January 1961 issue of Harper’s Magazine hit newsstands the week before Christmas and stayed there nearly until Kennedy’s inauguration. It featured a shocking story about how a top secret computer called “the People-Machine,” invented by the “What-If Men” of a magnificently mysterious organization known as the Simulmatics Corporation, had in effect elected Kennedy. Harold Lasswell announced, “This is the A-bomb of the social sciences.” 1
The Harper’s story was picked up all over the country. It hung over the incoming administration like a storm cloud.
The New York Herald Tribune reported that the People Machine, “a big, bulky monster called a ‘Simulmatics,’ ” had been Kennedy’s “secret weapon.” 2 According to the Chicago Sun-Times, in the future, the directive of all politicians, before acting, would be to “Clear it with the P.-M.” 3 An Oregon newspaper editorialized that, by way of Simulmatics, the Kennedy campaign had reduced “the voters—you, me, Mrs. Jones next door, and Professor Smith at the university— . . . to little holes in punch cards, or whatever device our new Ruler uses—and we were fed into the maw of the new Ruler and came out as the new standards to which we will ultimately conform, standards quite frankly called a ‘model’ of ‘the public.’ ” It described the tyranny of the People Machine as making “the tyrannies of Hitler, Stalin and their forebears look like the inept fumbling of a village bully” because it contained no possibility of—and itself suppressed—the very idea of dissent. 4
Most of the questions and concerns raised in the early decades of the twenty-first century about computers and politics were first raised in the 1960s, about Simulmatics’ People Machine. Can computers rig elections? What does election prediction mean for democracy? What does automation mean for humanity? What happens to privacy in an age of data? Most of these questions had been asked in that very first story, in Harper’s: “If, in a free society, information is power, how do we prevent tampering with the data provided by the machine? As we approach a consensus of opinion, what happens to freedom and spontaneity? As we seek more and more data for the machines, can we maintain our traditions of privacy?” The Harper’s story didn’t offer answers to those questions. Nor did the Great Brain of Behavioral Science, Harold Lasswell, who was quoted in the piece offering this particle of wisdom: “You can’t simulate the consequences of simulation.” 5 The oracle had spoken.
The Harper’s piece about Simulmatics had been written by Simulmatics’ publicity guy, Thomas B. Morgan, identified in the magazine as a freelance writer. Morgan was sly that way. “I speak a disarming Corn Belt dialect,” he once wrote. “This has seemed to put some people at ease.” 6
Morgan was what would come to be called a New Journalist, a features guy, and also a smart aleck, best known for his profiles of the likes of Sammy Davis Jr., Roy Cohn, and Gary Cooper. “Blithe and blue-eyed as I am, I have not gone around intending to think satiric thoughts about human folly, but looking back now, I see that I have,” he’d later write. 7
Born in Springfield, Illinois, in 1926, Morgan stood six foot four. He played football in high school. His father gave him an orange fountain pen for his bar mitzvah. He told him, “You want to be a writer, write with Eversharp.” His family lost everything in the Depression, including the house, the car, and the family store. Morgan served in the Army Air Forces during the Second World War and studied to be a navigator, but by the time he was ready to go into combat, the war was over. He went to Carleton College on the GI Bill and graduated with a degree in English in 1949, the year after Joan Zuckerman. They married in 1951 and soon had two children, a girl and a boy, Kate and Nick. Settled in New York, Morgan became a prolific magazine writer (between 1950 and 1964, he published more than one hundred articles in Look, Life, and Esquire). Among the handful of assignments he turned down was a profile of Ayn Rand, which he abandoned after he read Atlas Shrugged and hated it. And among the assignments he accepted but never delivered was a profile of Arthur Schlesinger, who said he was happy to be written about but forbade Morgan from ever quoting him. “Nothing I could write on his terms would do him justice,” Morgan admitted. “He is a lively man.”
Morgan was not a dispassionate observer of either the election of 1960 or the People Machine. He’d been raised a Roosevelt Democrat and had first voted for Adlai Stevenson, for governor, in 1948. He’d written publicity materials for Stevenson’s presidential campaigns in 1952 and 1956, and he’d covered him for Look magazine. Morgan loved Stevenson. He also pegged him, exactly: “He was a Henry James character in a Joseph Heller world.” 8
In 1960, Morgan had served as a press aide for the Draft Stevenson campaign. He was also one of Ed Greenfield’s oldest and closest friends. The Morgans spent their summers in Wading River, with the Greenfields. The Greenfields had that big Victorian house on the beach; the Morgans had a bungalow up on the bluff. 9 And when the Kennedy campaign hired Simulmatics to undertake those three reports, in the summer of 1960, Greenfield had asked Morgan to edit them. Morgan acknowledged none of these ties in his Harper’s essay.
In “The People-Machine” story, Morgan, purporting to be a mere disinterested freelancer, explained the history of the company, the nature of simulation, and the work Simulmatics had done for the DNC and for the Kennedy campaign. As to its influence on Kennedy, Morgan offered a series of judicious caveats: “No one in Simulmatics was privy to the decisions of the Kennedy strategists, nor have I had any access to them,” he admitted, suggesting that “at most, the simulation may have lent some psychological support to those Kennedy strategists who favored its conclusions anyway.” Without Simulmatics, would the outcome of the election have been any different? Impossible to say, but it seems unlikely. Still, this much could not be disputed: what Simulmatics had predicted had been borne out by events: “In retrospect, the evaluations seem to have foreshadowed the direction of the campaign to an uncanny degree.” 10
The Kennedy campaign, now the Kennedy transition team, was furious about Morgan’s essay, which they accurately perceived as a very thinly veiled Simulmatics publicity stunt. If anyone were ever to use this thing, a Stevenson aide had warned Newton Minow about Project Macroscope the year before, “the operation should be conducted in a locked basement under maximum security to prevent the public from discovering the fact.” 11 That’s more or less how the Kennedy campaign felt, too. They’d used Simulmatics; they hadn’t expected Simulmatics to use them.
The story that Kennedy had manipulated the election by way of a computer spread as fast as an IBM 7090. The Sunday before Christmas, it was picked up all over the country, including on CBS Radio, where a commentator said that one of the inventors of Simulmatics’ People Machine “claims the machine ‘thinks like voters.’ ” 12 What a mess. If a machine had gotten Kennedy elected, how was he to be trusted? “Did IBM Computer Draft Strategy Send Kennedy to White House?” was the headline of a wire service story. “A secretly designed robot campaign strategist nicknamed a ‘people-machine’ was said today to have been put to work by President-Elect John F. Kennedy’s top advisers to suggest alternative methods of influencing voters,” it reported. 13 There ensued a national hullabaloo.
From the vantage of the Kennedy campaign, the Simulmatics story risked undermining Kennedy’s presidency even before it began. It also must have looked like a continuation of the undermining of Kennedy by the Stevenson campaign. Even if people in the Kennedy camp didn’t know that Morgan had helped Pool edit the reports submitted to the Kennedy campaign, they certainly knew that the Thomas B. Morgan who wrote “The People-Machine” was the same Thomas B. Morgan who had been Adlai Stevenson’s press secretary in Los Angeles. Bobby Kennedy had at one point during the convention run into Morgan, who was wearing his “Draft Stevenson” button; Kennedy had given him an ice-cold stare. 14
There was another problem, too. During the campaign, John F. Kennedy had made an issue of automation. “If Automation takes over your job . . . who will you want in the White House?” read one Kennedy brochure; it featured an illustration of a giant, spidery machine monster looming over a man in overalls carrying a lunch box. “The Republican administration has done nothing about the problem of automation. Nixon has said nothing. John Kennedy understands the human problems created by automation.” Kennedy had called for retraining programs, extended unemployment compensation, and new employment services. In Charleston, West Virginia, in September, he’d delivered a speech about “the growing crisis of automation—the replacement of men by machines.” 15 And here he’d gone and hired a People Machine.
The day the issue of Harper’s hit newsstands, Pierre Salinger, Kennedy’s press secretary, decided to put a stop to a national conversation about the computer that had supposedly gotten Kennedy elected. Salinger, a former reporter for the San Francisco Chronicle who’d been a navy captain in the Second World War, was witty and urbane, but he could also be a bulldog when bulldogging was called for. Before the end of the day, he’d gotten the wire services to send out what amounted to a public rebuke.
“An electronic brain designed to estimate voter reaction to campaign issues made strategy recommendations for Sen. Kennedy, it was reported Sunday,” according to the wire service story that ran the next day, December 19. “But the top Kennedy aides denied receiving or following the recommendations.” The piece quoted Salinger as saying (i.e., lying), “We did not use the machine. Nor were the machine studies made for us.” 16 The denial ran in papers all over the country, in cities that included Albuquerque, San Francisco, Oklahoma City, Cincinnati, Muncie, Honolulu, Indianapolis, St. Louis, Montgomery, and Salt Lake City, under headlines like “Kennedy Camp Denies Use of an Electronic ‘Brain.’ ” 17
But even though many newspapers reported the position taken by the Kennedy team, noting that Salinger had denied the story, they still ran it. 18 If anything, the denial only generated more coverage.
Simulmatics’ publicity blitz had started even before Kennedy was elected. “Ed is roiling in the juices of optimism,” Robert Abelson had written to Pool days before the election, when Greenfield was already taking credit for the Kennedy win with an eye toward lining up commercial clients for Simulmatics’ services. 19 Pool, keen to burnish his academic credentials, had begun talking to the press. As early as November 13, less than a week after the election, the Boston Globe had run a feature story about Simulmatics—“Political Weather Map Put Kennedy Up There”—a description of “this latest egghead impact on American politics.” Simulmatics, the Globe reported, had told Kennedy “why and what he must do.” It credited Simulmatics with his victory in the debates and his position on civil rights (“after Kennedy and other leading Northern figures read the Simulmatics report, they decided not to compromise on civil rights”). Pool told the Globe, “The Kennedy brothers read our reports the day they got them.” 20
Pool also intended to write a book about Simulmatics’ role in the 1960 election. He’d begun drafting an outline for the story of “how this starry-eyed notion on the frontiers of science became a reality.” He wanted it to explain “what simulation can do that polls can’t.” And he intended to raise the question “Is computer simulation (and polling) the end of the democratic tradition?” so that he could answer, emphatically, “No.” “The computer does not make the politician an automaton,” he wrote in a book proposal. 21
But before Pool really got started writing, word got out that Theodore H. White was writing a book about the campaign, too. “It will be a narrative history telling of the key decisions and will describe the basic forces and background of the primary and election campaigns,” the New York Times reported about The Making of the President 1960. 22 Pool planned a different sort of book. He had a few ideas for what to call it, including the tidy 1960 and the aspirational The People Decide. 23 Morgan told him he ought to call it, simply, Simulmatics, an echo of Norbert Wiener’s Cybernetics. 24
By January, between Pool’s trumpeting of Simulmatics to reporters, Morgan’s essay in Harper’s, the radio coverage, and the wire service reports, news that a top secret robot had rigged the 1960 election was eliciting editorials, too. “Mouth more or less agape and breath more or less bated, we have been reading how by ‘simulmatics’ this marvelous contrivance gave young Mr. Robert Kennedy the ‘advance dope’ on problems as opaque as the religious issue,” wrote the editors of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. “Hinkle-pinkle! If Mr. Kennedy took serious stock in the machine—‘a model of the American people’ better than the original since it knew what the people would do even before they were sure—that would be enough to explain how he came so close to losing the election.” 25
The distance between these years and the present is the measure of how entirely the American voting public now takes these kinds of political shenanigans for granted. The machinery of every American political campaign above the level of dogcatcher is now run by companies like the Simulmatics Corporation using algorithms that are the great-grandchildren of the code written by Bill McPhee for the People Machine in 1959. Mouth agape and breath more or less bated is not how Americans view the ordinary undertakings of the thousands of data and analytics firms that advise American political campaigns in the early decades of the twenty-first century. Hardly anyone even notices them.
But in 1961, editorial writers who followed this story found it scandalous. Like Newton Minow, who considered Project Macroscope certainly immoral and possibly illegal, they did not believe that using a computer to predict the outcome of an election, and even to direct it, was consistent with democratic self-government. Had Kennedy, somehow, cheated? Possibly. But, more broadly, democracy itself had been corrupted. Most informed observers had little use for Pierre Salinger’s denial. “The fact remains,” remarked the editors of the Cincinnati Enquirer, “that the machine knew whereof it spoke.” The real story, they said, “is not so much what the machine did in the campaign that ended last month but rather in what its apparent canniness may mean for the nation’s political future.” 26 Could the republic survive this challenge to political self-determination?
The conservative columnist Victor Lasky, who had earlier coauthored an adamantly pro-Nixon book with Ralph de Toledano, the Newsweek editor who had written to Nixon in an effort to help Ithiel de Sola Pool get a security clearance, took this story the farthest. He phoned Salinger and pressed him, confronting him with the evidence.
“Pierre’s recollection was somewhat refreshed,” Lasky later wrote, “after it was disclosed that Bobby Kennedy had helped finance the People Machine by a sum of $20,000 and that reports based on its findings went directly to Bobby.” (Lasky got Salinger to admit to hiring Simulmatics, but Salinger lied to him about how much the Kennedy campaign had paid the company.)
In JFK: The Man and the Myth, a fierce and partisan attack on Kennedy published in September 1963, Lasky would all but argue that Kennedy had stolen the election from Nixon by using a robot. 27 Two months later, after Kennedy was assassinated, Lasky’s publishers stopped printing the best-selling book, and Lasky, acting with honor, scrapped all of his scheduled lectures and TV appearances. “I’ve cancelled everything,” he said the day after the president’s death. “As far as I am concerned Kennedy is no longer subject to criticism on my part.” 28 Thus disappeared, into oblivion, the one substantive investigation of Simulmatics’ role in Kennedy’s election.
But Nixon’s defenders weren’t the only people convinced that Kennedy had somehow cheated by hiring Simulmatics. And Kennedy’s defenders weren’t the only people frustrated by the Harper’s story. Bill McPhee believed that Morgan “had overplayed the case.” 29 Robert Abelson was so upset by the “nonsense on CBS radio” that he sent Greenfield a press release that he wanted issued by the company “in case our story becomes hot and absurd again.” He titled the release: “clarifying the role of the simulmatics corp. project in the presidential campaign.” Abelson insisted that the company be prepared to issue a statement that “it would be conceited of us to claim that our information and ideas played any sort of decisive role in the campaign.” But telling the press that Simulmatics had helped elect Kennedy was part of Greenfield’s business plan. Once Abelson understood this, he began to extricate himself from the corporation. He’d show up for board meetings, but he never did any meaningful work for Simulmatics again. 30
Ed Greenfield didn’t believe in bad publicity. This ruckus was just what he’d been hoping for. He put Morgan on Simulmatics’ payroll as its head of public relations. He intended to make an initial public offering of Simulmatics’ stock.
On January 9, 1961, John F. Kennedy traveled to Cambridge. He’d agreed to address the Massachusetts legislature, but he wanted to hold private meetings in the afternoon. He was putting together a brain trust, his best and the brightest. Lyndon Johnson witheringly called them “the Harvards.” Kennedy didn’t want to meet in a room on campus, so his staff arranged for him to hold those meetings at Arthur Schlesinger’s house. Secret Service agents surrounded the property; Harvard and Cambridge police shut down Irving Street. Balding, bespectacled McGeorge Bundy, a forty-one-year-old Harvard dean, rode his bike over; he’d be joining the Kennedy administration as national security adviser. Schlesinger, too, would be coming on board; he’d agreed to go to the White House as special assistant to the president. 31
Pool, two doors down, might possibly have been invited to come by, but there’s no record of that. Whether anyone, that day, had anything to say about the flap over the People Machine taking place in the pages of the nation’s newspapers is doubtful. They were planning a presidency.
On January 17, Dwight D. Eisenhower, then the oldest man to hold the office of president, delivered a televised farewell address from the White House. Sitting at a desk in a three-piece suit, part grandfather, part commander, he issued an extraordinary warning about what he perceived to be a grave threat to American democracy: the influence of the arms race on American government and on American values. Citing the scale and influence of the arms industry, the three and a half million men and women working for the “defense establishment,” and the unprecedented scale of military spending, he told Americans, “we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex.” Even the “free university” had become beholden to the defense industry. “A government contract becomes virtually a substitute for intellectual curiosity,” he observed, noting, too, that “for every old blackboard there are now hundreds of new electronic computers.” What would be the consequences of the intellectuals of the nation being directed at nothing but defense? Noting the growth of both basic and applied research, he warned that “in holding scientific discovery in respect, as we should, we must also be alert to the equal and opposite danger that public policy could itself become the captive of a scientific-technological elite.” 32
Three days later, John F. Kennedy, the youngest man ever to be inaugurated, was sworn in as president before the Capitol by Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren. Behind him stood his wife, who’d only just given birth to their second child, a son. Kennedy had met with Truman that morning—the first time Truman had been in the White House since the end of his presidency, in 1953, on the day of Eisenhower’s inauguration. 33
It had snowed all night, then stopped at dawn. At noon, the eighty-seven-year-old poet Robert Frost, a man born during the presidency of Ulysses S. Grant, stepped up to the podium and struggled to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun, which made it impossible for him read the poem he’d written for the occasion, celebrating “A golden age of poetry and power / Of which this noonday’s the beginning hour.” (Instead, Frost recited another poem, from memory.) 34 And then Kennedy, beneath a bright blue sky, wearing no overcoat, his breath billowing in front of him in the cold, took the oath of office and began his address. He declared that “the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans—born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient heritage.” He spoke of the length of the struggle for justice and for peace. “All this will not be finished in the first hundred days. Nor will it be finished in the first thousand days, nor in the life of this administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet.” He depicted the Cold War world as one in which “both sides” were “overburdened by the cost of modern weapons, both rightly alarmed by the steady spread of the deadly atom.” But, in the spirit of his “New Frontier” agenda, he celebrated research: “Let both sides seek to invoke the wonders of science instead of its terrors.”
All that winter and spring, Simulmatics’ staff and scientists busily lined up clients, in anticipation of the corporation’s planned public stock offering. They were exploring their own new frontier. They razzled and they dazzled. Tom Morgan, at the Simulmatics Corporation’s Madison Avenue offices, began drafting a series of brochures, including one titled Human Behavior and the Electronic Computer. “Without exception, the men on the Simulmatics team are at the top of their professions,” Morgan assured potential clients. “No comparable group exists in American business.” 35
Bill McPhee’s mood, always up and then again down, improved. “He’s feeling much cheered that this Simulmatics Corp. is really going to move,” Minnow McPhee wrote to her mother. Her husband seems to have told her that the stock was already for sale (it wasn’t). She wrote her mother, “I don’t want to count my chickens before they hatch but people are buying the stock like mad and he’s going to be allowed $50,000 worth of stock since it was his idea.” 36 Minnow dreamed about all the things she might do “if that Simulmatics Corp. really does make us millionaires.” 37 It seemed perfectly likely.
In early February, Greenfield convened a two-day Simulmatics conference at New York’s Hotel Barclay. 38 The company decided to pitch projects to three types of clients: media companies, government departments, and advertising agencies. Pitching to media companies, Alex Bernstein and Tom Morgan led a Simulmatics team that met with executives from the Motion Picture Association of America, MGM, and Columbia Records, with the idea of setting up the sorts of data analytics that would, one day, lead to Netflix and Spotify. They also proposed a “mass culture model” to collect consumer data from companies across all media—publishing houses, record labels, magazine publishers, television networks, and moviemakers—in order to devise a model that could be used to direct advertising and sales by way of a meta-media-and-data corporation that sounds rather a lot like Amazon. 39
The problem, Bernstein reported, is that it’s not possible to build a model without data, and these media companies had surprisingly little data about who read the books and magazines they published or listened to or watched the records and movies they produced (television, because of Nielsen ratings, was an exception). “Not only do they lack data on current attitudes and practices in movie-going but what is even more surprising is the lack of data on movie attendance itself,” Bernstein reported. “They have no way of determining how many people have seen a particular movie. Any model, therefore, that would be applicable to the industry would involve a stage of data collection.” 40
To government agencies, which generally boasted sizable collections of data, Simulmatics proposed custom-made simulations of particular problems, from air pollution to juvenile delinquency. They reached out to people in the new administration. Pool might have tried to call in favors from Schlesinger, now special assistant to the president.
Schlesinger had found, having taken a leave from his faculty position at Harvard, that he didn’t have all that much to do. His office was in the East Wing, not the West Wing, and although the president occasionally consulted him, he was mostly there to bear witness, a court historian. “We’d better make sure we have a record over here,” Kennedy would say during meetings, and Schlesinger would dutifully take out the stack of eight-by-four-inch index cards he carried around in his pocket and begin taking notes. “He didn’t do a helluva lot,” Bobby Kennedy would say, “but he was good to have around.” 41
Greenfield had already reached out to Newton Minow, the new chairman of the Federal Communications Commission. Two weeks after the election, Greenfield had sent Minow a list of “Possible Government Uses of Simulation”—tasks the Kennedy administration might hire Simulmatics to take on with departments of the federal government, from the Post Office Department (“model of mail flows”) and the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (“model of epidemiology of addiction and delinquency”) to the Department of Labor (“model of future wage rate changes for different jobs”) and the Department of State (“model of voting in the United Nations to project likely blocs under different conditions”). “The boys in Cambridge are responsible for it,” Greenfield told Minow, “and I hope it gives some feeling of what potentially could be done in Washington.” 42
Contracts began to come in. Simulmatics’ early commissions included a study of the effectiveness of government communication about the fluoridation of drinking water. Jim Coleman, McPhee’s graduate school friend, had also joined Simulmatics. He secured an account with Bristol Laboratories to simulate physicians’ acceptance of new drugs. 43 Simulmatics’ other early government proposals included, for the USDA, studies of rural communications systems and rural agricultural practices and, for the Bureau of Public Roads, the simulation of automobile traffic. 44 The company also initially considered, but did not then pursue, projects with the Department of Defense, headed by Kennedy appointee Robert McNamara, the former head of the Ford Motor Company. Greenfield clipped from the newspaper and sent to Pool a Washington Post story, dated March 25, 1961, describing McNamara’s quantitative, systems-analyst bent. 45 Pool tucked the clipping away, to be taken out another day.
For advertising agencies, Simulmatics devised a product called Media-Mix, a simulation of an advertising campaign that could predict its effectiveness. Advertising agencies, unlike media companies, already both collected consumer data and made these sorts of predictions for their clients; Simulmatics proposed to make those predictions more accurate, and offered to prove the effectiveness of its simulations by evaluating past media strategies. Media-Mix was a translation of McPhee’s voting model into the world of commerce: voters were just like consumers, and brand switching was like party switching.
Much of that work of translation was done by Alex Bernstein. “Bernstein’s interpretation of McPhee’s model is that it will raise an agency’s ability to forecast media strategies from the current level of 60% to 95% of perfect,” Morgan wrote to Greenfield. “Our model is essentially a measure of ad exposure given an advertising campaign and could tell a client which people and how many people would see an ad or a set of ads in a campaign, how many times over a particular length of time.” 46
Simulmatics pitched its Media-Mix to most if not all of the major Madison Avenue agencies, and also peddled it to the in-house advertising agencies of major consumer goods manufacturers. Greenfield would woo executives with a day at Wading River, where they’d tour the geodesic dome, a vision of the future. 47 Pool, McPhee, Bernstein, and Greenfield made phone calls or sat down for meetings with a virtual who’s who of American corporate giants: Philip Morris, Procter & Gamble, Quaker Oats, Anheuser-Busch, Colgate-Palmolive, Jergens, Goodyear, Lever Brothers, Bristol Laboratories, General Foods, Nestlé, Nescafé, and Ralston Purina. Most, if not all, of these companies became Simulmatics clients. 48
Simulmatics claimed to have created a simulated population, a miniature United States, consisting of three thousand perfectly representative but entirely imaginary people, living in one thousand separate households. They could test anything on this population, ads for dog food or instant coffee or breakfast cereal or chocolate syrup, merely by tinkering with the program. They’d divide these three thousand imaginary people into 150 different types, by sex, education, region, favorite television shows, and more. 49
Simulmatics boasted, accurately, that it was the only company in the United States capable of providing this service, with “the only social scientists capable of building models of the sort we propose.” But as a warning in an in-house memo pointed out, that edge would not last forever, or even for very long. 50 Still, for a time, Simulmatics thrived in the dog-eat-dog world of Madison Avenue. In 1962, a market research firm, Home Testing Institute, proposed a merger, which Simulmatics rebuffed, believing the merger would deflate its own very high reputation as the unrivaled technical leader in the field, and because of doubts about the quality of Home Testing Institute’s data. 51
When Simulmatics’ sales pitches failed, they failed for two reasons: the high cost of the Simulmatics model (many clients “seemed shocked by our price scale”) 52 and the insufficiency of data on which to train the model (“calls have all bogged down on the ‘past data’ question”). 53 Even as the company readied for its public stock offering, Pool raised the question that Simulmatics would never really answer: “What is the data we would need for this model?” 54
Of Simulmatics’ vaunted simulated population—three thousand imaginary Americans segmented into 150 different types—surely this was too few, observed the British magazine Punch. Punch proposed that Simulmatics’ Media-Mix add a few more categories, including “dog-lover, flat-earther, doughnut dunker, milk-in-firster,” so as to be able to determine, for instance, whether a new, seventy-five-cent pink ballpoint pen ink refill would be desired by consumers who shop on Wednesdays, have Republican sympathies, “fruit-juice breakfasts, bouts of depression, slight astigmatism, fitted carpets, thick eyebrows, and one or more cousins in the armed forces.” Wrote Punch: “You need all kinds.” 55
Simulmatics’ stock went public on May 15, 1961, offered at two dollars a share. Greenfield served as president; Bernstein, Coleman, and McPhee, vice presidents; and Pool and Abelson, directors. Greenfield was the largest shareholder, with 132,250 of the 280,400 shares of common stock issued to the officers, Pool the second largest, with 50,650. In the end, at the end, all of this stock would be worthless.
Simulmatics’ stock circular made a series of claims and promises, as these things do. The company will collect data. “From the raw data so obtained, the Company proposes to design and construct, in mathematical or logical terms, representations of behavioral processes incorporating hypotheses as to the behavior pattern of the group.” It will make mathematical models of this behavior and, by way of a computer, will “simulate probable group behavior under alternative hypothetical situations.” IF/THEN. “The Company proposes to submit to its clients reports based upon these simulations.” It had so far constructed one model, a model of the 1960 election. It intended to construct many more. Buying stock, then, was speculative, because “the Company’s success will depend on its ability to obtain orders for, and profitably to construct and sell useful mathematical models.” There was hardly any competition. 56
At first, the stock was hot. On the first day of trade, it was quoted at nine dollars a share. “That blasted Simulmatics Corp. is supposed to come through with some very substantial dough on the first of June,” Minnow McPhee wrote, with mixed feelings. Her husband had been given 25,000 shares—half what he believed he’d been initially promised—in exchange for which he had signed a contract that forbade him from doing any other outside consulting, and he had agreed not to cash in his stock for at least three years. “With my luck it’ll probably be worth a penny a share by then,” Minnow wrote. 57 They held on to it for longer than that but she was right: in the end, a penny would have been generous.
Meanwhile, the Book-of-the-Month Club announced its selection of White’s The Making of the President for the month of July. 58 Published on Independence Day, White’s riveting account of the Kennedy campaign became a critical and commercial sensation. It climbed the bestseller lists. It was taken as the definitive account both of the election and of the president himself, despite White’s deeply felt admiration for Kennedy and his unwillingness to acknowledge Kennedy’s flaws. 59 It is quite difficult, for instance, to reconcile White’s portrait of Kennedy with the president who in April 1961 approved a disastrous plan to invade Cuba at the Bay of Pigs, a botched invasion crushed less than two days after it began. Cuba, just over one hundred miles off the coast of Florida, had become a Communist state in 1959, after the revolution led by Fidel Castro in 1953. The invasion at the Bay of Pigs had been planned by the CIA during Eisenhower’s administration, but Kennedy had not stopped it. Its failure proved an enduring embarrassment.
Theodore H. White’s John F. Kennedy is more informed and more decisive than any other figure in American politics or history, a political wunderkind. White’s omissions were many: he made no mention of Kennedy’s womanizing (no one did) or his grave health problems (nor, of course, did other reporters). He also failed to even touch on Simulmatics and the advice it had provided to the campaign. Instead, White described Kennedy as a flawless political strategist who had “mastered all the power brokers and power forms that stir internal American politics” and had surrounded himself with the best men, so wise “that when crisis happens all necessary information is instantly available, all alternate courses already plotted”—which might be taken, I suppose, as an oblique reference to Simulmatics. 60 But White’s Kennedy didn’t need a computer to give him advice about politics; he was his own What-If Man.
Simulmatics’ stock soon began to fall. 61 It likely didn’t help that Morgan was listed on the stock circular as a shareholder and information manager, at a salary of $1,000 a month, leading at least one reader of Harper’s to demand a retraction for “The People-Machine.” (Instead, Morgan clarified that he had not been employed by Simulmatics at the time he wrote the article, which, while technically true, was something of a nicety.) 62 Also, Simulmatics’ stock offering had the whiff of a scam. Nationally syndicated financial affairs columnist Sylvia Porter, a bulwark of middle-class investment advice, indicted Simulmatics in a column about how unknown companies defraud investors by running PR campaigns to jack up prices. The fact that Simulmatics, offered at two dollars a share on its opening day, was quoted at nine dollars just a few hours later, made it the kind of stock that made “a paper fortune overnight” for the company insiders who got blocks of stock at the initial price. Still, Porter attributed Simulmatics’ stock rise and fall not to fraud but to error. “Many of these companies are so new, so offbeat, that it’s surprising firms can price the stocks at all,” she wrote. “This was a 2-year-old company with a net worth of minus—minus!—$21,000. It’s a wonder the underwriter settled on any price.” 63
If it was a risky venture, Simulmatics was not a scam. Having raised nearly $200,000 of capital by selling stock (about $1.75 million in 2020 dollars), the company didn’t shut down and cash out: it tailored its business plan. In June, everyone involved with Simulmatics met in New York for a three-day conference at the swank, seven-hundred-room New Weston Hotel, at Fiftieth and Madison, just down the street from the Simulmatics offices. All the principals were there, along with a number of guests and prominent stockholders, including Harold Lasswell.
The chief problem, they seemed to agree, was the scarcity of data. There were three choices: they could rely on clients, who had little data, and what they had was usually old; they could collect new data; or they could buy data from data collection agencies. 64
“Most models will require new data,” McPhee said.
Pool disagreed. He thought old data could work.
They also debated what to do in the political field in the upcoming 1962 midterms. Robert Kennedy was a man known for bearing grudges, and he was furious with Simulmatics. Democrats wouldn’t hire them, out of loyalty to the Kennedys, and if Simulmatics took on a project for the GOP, Jim Coleman said, “we would commit suicide in Washington.” McPhee suggested more or less skipping the 1962 election season because Democrats were likely to do poorly. It would be better, they mainly agreed, to sit this one out and work for a news organization instead. Coleman was particularly worried about the wrath of Robert Kennedy. Still, he said, he didn’t think Simulmatics “should shy away from public activity because of possible disfavor of Bobby Kennedy.” 65 It was a pickle.
In the end, they agreed to Pool’s proposal, which was to make a priority of improving Media-Mix. 66 This would require working as quickly as possible because, as Bernstein pointed out, “In two years, our secret will be out.” 67 The leak came sooner.
The Simulmatics scientists and businessmen “all treat their wives like dirt,” Minnow McPhee wrote to her mother. “You wouldn’t believe it unless you saw it.” Still, at the end of the 1961 school year, Minnow McPhee began readying the family for a summer on the seashore with those very men, and their much-demeaned wives. She felt she had no choice. 68 She packed the children’s tiny suitcases and her own. Towels, toys, swimsuits, pens and stationery. She’d written a children’s book called Fun in Bed and had sent it to Dell. (“I should do one for children + one for adults!” she wrote her mother, laughing at the book’s title.) 69 She was pretty sure this would be the family’s last summer together. Bill was a wreck again. She’d resolved to leave him. 70 Before the family headed for the beach, she told fourteen-year-old Wendy, who burst into tears. 71
Patty Greenfield, Ed’s sweet, artistic, and much-neglected wife, set about readying her family’s beach house for a retreat, and readying, too, the house next door: Buckminster Fuller had finished work on the geodesic dome. It had a plywood floor and triangular windows, overlooking Long Island Sound. Inside, it was like a honeycomb. 72
Patty and Ed arranged for all of the Simulmatics families to rent houses nearby, along the beach, up on the bluff, or near the creek. (Pool had invited Paul Lazarsfeld, but Lazarsfeld spent his summers in Vermont. He sent his regrets: “The world is full of tantalizing rumors as to what you are up to,” Lazarsfeld wrote Pool.) 73 The work of hosting everyone would fall to Patty, who was also busy minding Michael, nine; Annie, seven; and Susie, six. Ed, an enormously affectionate father, would pack the kids up and drive them to the station whenever anyone new came to town. The kids would lay pennies on the tracks, for good luck. 74
The families came, carting beach chairs and flippers, family dogs and transistor radios. They settled into the life of villagers, a hamlet of behavioral scientists. The children swam and they sailed and they built sand castles on the beach. They dug for clams and mussels, more for their mothers to steam and boil, pulling flesh from shells. Nearly naked bodies were everywhere; the shore smelled of sex. Patty Greenfield’s sister was pregnant that summer, and unmarried. She’d lie on the sand and make a hole in the sand for her belly, while the children stared. 75 Jock McPhee took swimming lessons at the public beach. His sister Wendy got bored. She entertained herself by developing a crush on Jim Coleman. When Wendy and Jock and the Greenfield kids went to a fair, and Sarah, seven and home sick, couldn’t go, they brought her back a blue-and-white panda bear, won at a shooting gallery; Sarah named the bear Michael: he was dreamy.
Minnow found the wives, at first, difficult to get to know. “Lou is the only one I find easy to chat with,” Minnow wrote about Lu Coleman, early on, and though she thought Jean Pool seemed promising, the Pools’ cottage was a bit too far away. 76 The Pools came along with four-year-old Adam and Ithiel’s son Jeremy, who was sixteen and miserable. Ed Greenfield hired Jeremy to tutor Michael in math. Ithiel, noticing that Jeremy seemed bored, handed him a FORTRAN manual. “Here, Jerry, you might be interested in this,” he said. When the scientists met, they’d let Jeremy sit in a corner. He listened, and didn’t make a peep. 77 The men sent one another memos, delivered by the children, from house to house. “What is the most daring claim you can make for our theory?” Ed memoed Ithiel one long summer day in July. 78 He dared, and they dared.
On rainy days, the Simulmatics kids all played at the Greenfields’ house, which had fourteen rooms. Minnow’s tiny, four-room house slowly filled with sand, like an hourglass. “By the end of the summer I expect to have more sand in than out,” she wrote her mother. “Then I shall borrow Jean Pool’s vacuum cleaner and clean out.” Minnow spent her scant quiet moments reading; she tried to borrow a book from Joan Morgan, but no matter where she looked, Peyton Place seemed to be the only book on any of the Simulmatics’ wives’ bookshelves. Indian summer is like a woman. Ripe, hotly passionate, but fickle, she comes and goes as she pleases so that one is never sure whether she will come at all, nor for how long she will stay. Minnow had already read it, more than once. And she’d already seen the film. Really, she’d already lived that story. And here she was, living it all over again, in Wading River.
The Morgans had a house right nearby. Sarah McPhee and Katie Morgan were the same age. The McPhee and Morgan kids would walk together, along the creek, with the McPhees’ black poodle Sputnik wading in the water, all the way to Annie Greenfield’s house, on the beach. The kids considered the Greenfields’ house the center of the universe. Katie was convinced Ithiel was a rabbi: “There was something important about him.” After a while, the wives settled into a sorority. “I must say there are a nice bunch of wives in this group,” Minnow told her mother. Patty, Lu, Jean, Joan, and Minnow. 79 Peyton Place, Long Island.
Bill McPhee, on his better days, taught Sarah how to swim. He’d head out into water deeper than she could stand in and shout, “Swim!” 80 There was no television in their house, but McPhee charged his children with collecting all the TV Guides from all the other houses and marking them up: coding. 81 Simulmatics needed data for Media-Mix and, in particular, data about television schedules. This assignment—preparing a report called “Preliminary Codes for Television Program File (Media Mix)”—fell to McPhee, who passed it on to his children. But as one of the company’s clients complained to Greenfield, “there is a serious question as to whether your coding equipment could be sensitive to a sufficient degree to have any real value.” 82 That coding equipment? That coding equipment was Wendy and Jock.
Coleman had come to the conclusion that collecting enough data to train the model wasn’t the only problem. Anticipating by a half century the commodification of attention that would drive the early twenty-first century’s age of social media, Coleman observed in a memo that August that the problem was how to measure a consumer’s attention: “The basic notion is attention, and the fact that he has a limited amount of it (thinking of attention as a kind of storehouse which is of limited size) and the fact that new things are coming in all the time, depending on the array of stimuli to which he is exposed.” 83 What model could keep track of that?
At night, at the Greenfields’, the grown-ups would drink and put on records, or else Patty would play the piano, and everyone would dance. The children played bartender, serving whiskey sours and Manhattans and gin and tonics. The grown-ups staggered and swayed. In the dark, the children played Kick the Can. 84 On warm nights, they gathered for bonfires on the beach. When the children ran out of marshmallows to toast, Patty and Minnow would dash out to the store, to get more. 85
At the beach that summer, it would not have been unusual if there had been affairs, and fights, and recriminations; it would only have been unusual if there had not been affairs, and fights, and recriminations. “I always feel I’m at a play or something,” Minnow wrote, the year before the debut of Edward Albee’s devastating play about faculty marriages, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? In the play, Albee’s Martha says, “We both cry all the time, and then, what we do, we cry, and we take our tears, and we put ’em in the ice box, in the goddamn ice trays until they’re all frozen and then . . . we put them . . . in our . . . drinks.” Minnow McPhee might have said the same. At Wading River, they drank and they drank. And if they did not play musical beds, neither did they sleep soundly. The McPhees, the Colemans, the Greenfields, the Morgans: all their marriages were falling apart.
“I make lemonade in my sleep,” Minnow wrote to her mother at the end of that summer. She’d decided to move back to Colorado. 86 The day Minnow wrote to her mother describing her plans, Ithiel Pool wrote a memo about how Bill, working on a proposal for a simulation of how people switch cigarette brands, had suggested that a brand-switching model ought to “take account of such things as marriage, change of jobs, moving from city to city.” 87 Wives, it seemed, switched brands, too.
Minnow packed up Wendy and Jock and Sarah, and Sputnik. She sold the house in Hastings-on-Hudson and they flew to Colorado. She’d finally made her escape from the orbit of her husband.
Their marriage wasn’t yet over. McPhee was leaving New York, too. At the end of that summer, he headed to California to accept a fellowship at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences. His distance would prove a problem for Simulmatics, but his nearness hadn’t been easy, either. He was erratic. He was difficult. For months, he held up work on Media-Mix, until Pool phoned him and they decided he’d step away from that project, so that it could go on without him. “The thing he wants to do more than anything else is a simulation of the physiology of alcoholism,” Pool reported after the call. 88 McPhee, lonely and miserable, tried desperately to stop drinking. “I have quit you know what,” he’d write from Palo Alto to Wendy in Denver. “I promised Mommy I would before I came back (or I wouldn’t come back!) and I’m getting the agony over now.” But he never really quit drinking, and Minnow never really took him back. 89
In August, writing from beneath the geodesic dome, Greenfield issued a report to stockholders, announcing a new government contract with the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, a study simulating the results of public health initiatives. 90 Morgan issued a press release, proclaiming that “a ‘far-reaching revolution in all phases of business, economic and social research is likely in the immediate future’ as the result of a new technique of electronic computer simulation.” 91 That led to a story about the company in the New York Times, a puff piece illustrated with a photograph of Greenfield and Pool, in shirtsleeves, standing by a chalkboard, inside the dome. 92
It would be left for Pool to undo the damage done by the story Morgan had published in Harper’s. “The so-called People Machine,” Pool told Newsweek, “does not eat people. Indeed, it is not even a machine. It is an activity that tries to predict human behavior.” 93 The price of the stock began to recover. “For anyone interested in an offbeat RANK speculation where the risks are tremendous but the future exciting,” one trader advised at the end of that summer, “we suggest you look closely at SIMULMATICS CORP.” 94
The children would always remember the summer, and the sand. The Greenfields would sometimes head up to Cambridge, to visit the Pools on Irving Street, by the Schlesingers and the Galbraiths. Jean Pool loved Patty Greenfield; they’d catch up in the kitchen. America’s most beloved chef, Julia Child, lived next door, at 103 Irving Street; she was close with Jean. Upstairs, from the window of the guest room, Susie Greenfield could hear Child call out to her husband, in her inimitable, croaking, high-pitched voice. 95
In the Pools’ backyard, Adam and his father set up a playhouse they’d built, in the shape of a miniature geodesic dome. 96 The sun streaked through the honeycomb frame, and into their tiny world.
Computers are too important to be left to the mathematicians.
—Eugene Burdick and Harvey Wheeler, Fail-Safe, 1962
Peter Sellers with an IBM 7090 in Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove, 1964.
The fifteen-story New York Times Building at West Forty-Third Street looked like a bloated French château, with its arches and spires, except for the no-nonsense, sans serif, brightly lit “TIMES” sign bolted to its topmost turret. The building, a block from Times Square, was known as “the Factory,” and, especially out back, it looked like one: its skidded truck bays and greased lifts had for decades hoisted printing presses and line-casting machines and press plates and received shipments of gigantic rolls and reams of paper. The Times reported, investigated, wrote, and edited news; it also manufactured newspapers. Every day, men on those bays had delivered onto awaiting trucks bales upon bales of bundled newspapers that, if stacked, would have towered over every skyscraper from the East River to the Hudson. 1
Then came the colossus. In the fall of 1962, the Times Building’s bays and lifts had to be reinforced in order to bear the weight of an expected delivery: a four-ton IBM 1401, the Model T of the midcentury computer industry. It came boxed in wooden crates and wrapped in a brand-new packing material, the space age’s answer to sawdust: bubble wrap. 2 It had been ordered for the Times by the Simulmatics Corporation.
The Times had hired Simulmatics to help run its coverage of the election of 1962. “Data journalism” wouldn’t be called by that name for decades, but at the building at West Forty-Third Street, it started the day the Times signed a contract with the Simulmatics Corporation. 3
The New York Times was founded in 1851, and it had been, from the start, an early adopter of the latest technologies available for covering elections. It reported the results of the election of 1852 by way of news carried by railroads and the pony express and that year announced its ambition to rely on transmission by telegraph “to enable the Press of the entire country to announce the result of the national election on the morning after the closing of the polls.” So quick a turnaround would not be possible for decades, at least for the presidential election. As late as the election of 1896, Times reporters were still tallying returns carried by homing pigeons. But by 1904 the Times, like other big-city papers, had all sorts of ways of telling its readers about the outcomes, as soon as the numbers were in. On Election Night, it broadcast the results from its building in New York by way of searchlights that could be seen for thirty miles, as if the building itself had become a lighthouse. Steady light to the west meant a Republican victory in the presidential race, steady light to the east a Democratic one; flashing lights in different combinations broadcast the winners of congressional and gubernatorial races. This is what’s meant by a news “flash.” 4
The emergence of radio in the 1920s hadn’t put an end to the Times’ Election Night searchlight. But television and the computer had. The Times had broadcast election returns by searchlight for the last, magical time in 1952, the year the UNIVAC calculated the returns on television for CBS News. And then, in 1960, CBS had brought in the IBM 7090. After Election Night 1960, a Times in-house postmortem concluded that no newspaper, no matter how many editions it printed over the course of the day and night, could beat the speed of television news aided by computers.
It wasn’t only Election Night: newspapers struggled with the acceleration of reporting, by way of television, every single day of the year. By 1960, anyone who wanted to find out what had happened over the course of the day could watch the evening news on television. It was easy to perceive this as a race, in which case, the best strategy is: speed up. But the best newspapers realized that it really wasn’t a race, and that the newspapers’ best strategy would be: go deeper. 5 This realization would make newspaper journalism in the 1960s better than it had ever been before. No longer merely chronicling events but instead investigating and analyzing them, the newspaper press would become fiercer, more hard-hitting, and more adversarial, reporters questioning the very course of history itself.
This turn had begun in the 1950s, when, as one radio commentator pointed out, “The rise of McCarthy has compelled newspapers of integrity to develop a form of reporting which puts into context what men like McCarthy have to say.” In 1958, the Times added “News Analysis” as a story category, a category that allowed the paper to print, even on the front page, stories with a decided point of view. “Once upon a time news stories were like tape recorders,” the Bulletin of the American Society of Newspaper Editors commented in 1963. “No more. A whole generation of events has taught us better—Hitler and Goebbels, Stalin and McCarthy, automation and analog computers and missiles.” 6 During what came to be seen as a golden age for American newspaper reporting, political reporters at the leading national newspapers also stopped deferring to the government and became more critical of it. In 1960, nine out of every ten articles in the Times were descriptive; by 1976, more than half were interpretive. 7
When higher-ups at the Times conducted their postmortem after the election of 1960, they knew they couldn’t win a race against television in announcing the results, but they understood that they had an advantage in another kind of reporting: analysis. The Times’ decision to install a mainframe computer on its editorial floor came out of this broad commitment to news analysis. It needed, too, to find a company that could help it cover the midterm elections of 1962, by setting up a system to analyze election results, on the spot, so that Times reporters, working all night from the best possible information, could write the most informed articles, which would appear in the early edition the next morning, where readers could find out not only who’d been elected but why they’d been elected, and by whom. 8
The Times had had a series of discussions with IBM, and then they’d gotten a proposal from Simulmatics. Going after this account made perfect sense for Simulmatics, given its decision to sit out the election of 1962, and not to try to sell its services to any Democratic campaigns, because of Bobby Kennedy’s hostility toward the company. In October 1961, Simulmatics submitted a ten-page proposal to the Times, pledging to provide a newspaper equivalent to the services IBM had so stunningly provided to CBS News in 1960, services that Simulmatics claimed would allow the Times to evaluate the election in “real time”—a term new enough that Simulmatics scientists took pains to explain what it meant.
Real-time computing collapses the distance between something happening and a machine conducting an analysis of it. Covering an election, Simulmatics said, is like watching out for incoming missiles: both involve evaluating data instantly, with no lag for processing, because delay spells failure, and even disaster. “An example of a computer operation in real time is the SAGE system,” the Simulmatics proposal explained. “In an early warning system, the computers must respond promptly and accurately at the moment that the blips appear on the radar screen.” The problem of reporting on an election on Election Night was “clearly one of operation in real time.” 9
Simulmatics promised to provide the New York Times with an Election Night early warning system, a computer system that could watch the returns come in like so many missiles. Inside the Times building, at editorial meetings held at long wooden tables, not everyone agreed that hiring this Simulmatics outfit made sense. Ed Greenfield had given them a glitzy pitch. He’d brought in his leading scientists: Ithiel de Sola Pool had come down from MIT. James Coleman had come up from Johns Hopkins. Alex Bernstein had come over from the Simulmatics office on Madison Avenue. They seemed to be very impressive men. Still, the Times was slow in deciding whether or not to proceed. And, in the end, it came to regret that it had.
“The Times to Speed Fall Election Data,” ran the eventual headline. 10 Everything seemed to be speeding up in 1962. The United States military was engaged in an arms race. NASA was engaged in a space race. ARPA was undertaking to build a network that would allow computers to communicate with one another across vast distances; soon, not only would computers process data in real time, they’d also communicate with one another in real time. Historians call this era the Great Acceleration.
Simulmatics, meanwhile, was engaged in a race of its own. The advertising industry was very quickly catching up with the kind of simulation Simulmatics had pioneered. “Time is of the essence,” Pool pressed, begging a survey company for media data. 11 Early in 1961, Pool met with a director of the leading advertising agency, BBDO, only to find out that BBDO was so interested in Simulmatics that it had begun building its own, rival model. 12 BBDO announced its plan to develop a “media-mix” that fall. 13 Within a week, Greenfield rushed out a draft of a Simulmatics promotional brochure, describing its Media-Mix. 14 It was a media simulation arms race.
The debut of Simulmatics’ Media-Mix got a lot of attention and brought in a lot of clients, including big accounts with McCall’s magazine, the Nestlé company, RCA, Ralston Purina, Colgate-Palmolive, and General Foods. 15 Pool peddled it at trade shows. At the annual meeting of the American Marketing Association, held in the Waldorf-Astoria, his talk titled “Simulation: How It Can Help the Marketer” drew the largest crowd of the conference. 16 Simulmatics’ February 1962 brochure announced the launch of “a computer simulation of the activities of the American population to help solve the problem of allocating advertising dollars,” designed to allow “advertisers, advertising agencies, or the media themselves to predict in advance, with considerable reliability, the audience that will be reached by each part of an advertising schedule for TV, radio, magazines, newspapers and Sunday supplements.” It described a reel of magnetic tape containing “detailed information about 2,944 imaginary individuals,” a perfect cross section of the population. “Where did all this data come from? The answer is that it comes from many sources and took the better part of a year to assemble.” 17
Simulmatics had a better computer model than BBDO, but its edge didn’t even last the two years that Alex Bernstein had predicted. 18 BBDO and another Madison Avenue shop, Young & Rubicam, both unleashed their own media simulation models in 1962, one week after yet another swish agency, J. Walter Thompson, promised to “have a mechanical brain by 1963.” 19 IBMs were being unboxed from monster-sized crates, their bubble wrap unfurled, up and down Madison Avenue. Each of these advertising agencies had better data than Simulmatics because, unlike Simulmatics, they had in-house data about markets and media and products and consumers. They’d been collecting all sorts of data for decades. J. Walter Thompson traces its origins to 1877. BBDO was founded in 1891. Young & Rubicam opened its doors in 1923. Simulmatics cobbled together publicly available data, like censuses and consumer price indices, with whatever it could get from its clients, but for larger data sets, it was left to beg. When Simulmatics asked Dr. Charles Ramond, director of the Advertising Research Foundation, for access to the foundation’s data, Ramond said he wanted to help but was able to share data only with member advertising agencies. 20 Also, and even more importantly, big companies like BBDO and Young & Rubicam and J. Walter Thompson, unlike Simulmatics, were able and willing to invest in and install computers in their own offices. 21
Whether advertising agencies’ computers were providing much of any real value to their clients is harder to say. An advertising industry newsletter decried “The Great Computer Hoax” of 1962. Advertising agencies were making millions of dollars by charging for computer use but, said this critic, “computers are only as useful as the data fed into them.” And the data, everywhere, was lousy. 22 Still, in the go-go years of the 1960s, no one appeared to mind. Big manufacturers were willing to pay advertising agencies for all the latest, best, new gee-whiz devices for chasing consumers. Everyone wanted a piece of a people machine.
That included, apparently, the New York Times. In April 1962, at the height of “the Great Computer Hoax,” the Times finally made its decision and signed a contract for Simulmatics to provide its services for the upcoming midterm election and, if that went well, for the presidential election of 1964, too. 23 The Times had commissioned a new searchlight.
Simulmatics rented more rooms, nearer to the Times, on Forty-Fourth Street. This time, there was plenty of money in the budget for the rent: the Times had agreed to Simulmatics’ bid for a flat rate of $34,000 for its services in 1962, with fees for the 1964 election to be determined. 24
Jim Coleman and Alex Bernstein headed the project. Their work for the Times built on Simulmatics’ 1960 election study, and it built on Media-Mix, too. With executives at the Times, Coleman and Bernstein decided to focus on a small number of elections across the country: the New York gubernatorial and Senate races, governor’s races in eight other states, Senate races in seven other states, and forty-two House races. Using Simulmatics’ earlier models, they wrote a program designed to measure deviations from past votes, conduct a regression analysis to see how different groups voted, and make direct projections, allowing the Times to provide instant Election Night explanations for why certain groups voted the way they did. 25
Coleman and Bernstein reported to the Times’ Harold Faber, the newspaper’s daily assignment editor. Faber, a City College graduate and World War II veteran, was a hard-bitten former war correspondent who’d lost a leg while covering the Korean War. He did not have a great deal of patience for Ivy League professors and IBM whiz kids who, he thought, had overstated their talents, overpromised and underdelivered. 26 The preparations went much more slowly than Coleman and Bernstein had expected, or Faber could tolerate. Down to the wire, it was unclear whether Simulmatics would be ready by the day of the election, November 6.
The operation proved tricky. The program Coleman and Bernstein were writing was buggy and difficult to test. Then there were the mechanical issues. Information had to be routed through a series of different connections, any one of which could fail along the way. The plan was to install two IBM 1401s on the editorial floor of the Times Building on Forty-Third Street, to be connected by telephone lines to an IBM 7090 at the IBM Datacenter on Fiftieth Street. 27 Each machine included some twenty thousand mechanical and fifty thousand electrical components; a failure in any one of them could crash the entire system. 28 IBM’s 1400 series was designed for commercial applications, its 7000s for scientific applications. Both used magnetic tape for storage; a standard reel held the equivalent of four hundred thousand punch cards. 29 The data would be collected at the Times; it would be analyzed at IBM. Collecting the data at the Times required a lot of steps, too. Returns from early reporting precincts would be received, by telephone and teletype, from the Associated Press. The people who answered the phones and read the teletype—an operation headed by a Mrs. Arbuckle—would write that information down on sheets of paper and then hand those sheets of paper over to women who would enter that data onto a punch-card-punching machine. The punch cards were to be read onto magnetic tape at one of the 1401s, then submitted, by modem, to an IBM 7701 at the IBM Datacenter, five blocks away, where the actual analysis would be conducted on yet another machine, a 7090. 30 A problem anywhere along this chain would crash the whole system.
By the beginning of October, things weren’t going well. When the Times prepared to announce “the first usage by a newspaper of electronic computers in the preparation of news coverage,” the paper’s executives hesitated. The computers hadn’t been delivered yet; the Times considered calling the operation off. 31 The announcement could hardly be coming at a worse time. Typographers at New York City’s seven daily newspapers, whose contract would expire in early December, were ready to go out on strike, mainly because the city’s newspaper publishers had proved unwilling to meet the demands of the typographers’ union, which centered on compensation for automation. They were threatening to strike because computers were putting them out of work. 32 Under these circumstances, delivering giant crates full of computer equipment to the Times Building seemed, at best, ill-considered.
There’s no good time for a newspaper strike, but weeks before an election is not among the better moments for newspapers to shut down. Also, at the time, although as yet unknown to the public, the United States stood on the brink of nuclear war.
On October 8, Adlai Stevenson, U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, speaking at U.N. headquarters in New York, warned that while the United States would not commit aggression against Cuba, it would not tolerate aggression from Cuba. The Soviets had been building up military forces in Cuba ever since the Bay of Pigs invasion, the year before. Americans feared that the Soviets were using Cuba as a base for a missile attack. Stevenson, echoing warnings issued by the Kennedy administration, said that the United States would consider the establishment of a missile site as an act of aggression. On October 14, Stevenson met with Kennedy in New York. That same day, a CIA-run U-2 flying a secret surveillance mission over Cuba took photographs that revealed the existence of a launching pad and at least one nuclear missile in San Cristóbal. 33
The Cuban Missile Crisis had begun. Over the next thirteen days, the United States—and the world—would come closer to nuclear war than at any other point during the Cold War. On Tuesday, October 16, Kennedy called for the first of a series of secret meetings in the White House of a group that came to be called “ExComm”—the Executive Committee of the National Security Council. Chaired by Robert Kennedy, ExComm included Secretary of State Dean Rusk and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. National security adviser McGeorge Bundy presented additional photographs that identified the first of three SS-5 IRBM sites. ExComm debated possible courses of action, from conducting air strikes to take out the missiles (urged by Bundy) to seeking a resolution from the U.N. (urged by Stevenson) and offering concessions, including abandoning the U.S. military base at Guantánamo (also urged by Stevenson). On Thursday, October 18, at the White House, Kennedy confronted Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, who lied and denied the existence of the missiles. On Friday, Kennedy left Washington to campaign in Ohio and Illinois, stumping for Democratic candidates running in the upcoming midterm elections. But on Saturday, feigning a cold so as to not alarm the public, he canceled his remaining campaign stops and returned to Washington. 34 The public remained in the dark.
The next day, Sunday, October 21, Eugene Burdick and Harvey Wheeler’s new novel, Fail-Safe, appeared in bookstores: the story of a nuclear standoff between the American president and the Soviet premier. Fail-Safe, a bestseller, a Book-of-the-Month Club selection, a Saturday Evening Post serial, became a critical sensation. “The most exciting novel I have read in at least ten years,” said the influential critic and literary tastemaker Clifton Fadiman. 35 Linus Pauling, chemist and peace activist, blurbed that Fail-Safe had “made an emotional impact on me greater than any other novel that I have ever read.” 36 A Times critic called it “a slam-bang thriller.” 37 According to Times political reporter Jack Raymond, the novel had also “attracted considerable notice at the Pentagon.” 38
It was topical, of course. But in 1962, any new book by Eugene Burdick commanded extraordinary attention because of the staggering success and lasting influence of the blockbuster novel he had published in 1958, The Ugly American, coauthored with Captain William Lederer. The Ugly American had captured the attention of the nation and the world. It had been read by presidents and members of Congress. It had been attacked in Dissent. 39 It had been criticized on the floor of the Senate. 40 It had been published all over the world. A pirated edition had even been published in Arabic. 41
Set in the fictitious Southeast Asia country of Sarkhan, The Ugly American aimed to expose incompetence, graft, corruption, and ignorance in the U.S. diplomatic corps and the mismanagement of U.S. aid programs. Lederer and Burdick had met at Bread Loaf, the renowned writers’ colony, in 1948. After the war, Lederer had worked as a reporter, but he’d remained in military service, as a naval intelligence officer in Southeast Asia, until his retirement in 1958, when he became the Far East correspondent for Reader’s Digest. He spoke six Asian languages. 42 Burdick met him again in the summer of 1957, while reporting a magazine story in Hawaii, and they decided to write a book together, about “the steady decline of American prestige and loss of power in the Far East.” 43 They adapted their title from Graham Greene’s Quiet American, but unlike Greene, they didn’t advocate pulling out of Southeast Asia; they advocated engaging there more effectively. 44 The novel’s many characters include U Maung Swe, a Burmese journalist who had spent a great deal of time in the United States—where he loved the Americans he met—who makes this observation: “A mysterious change seems to come over Americans when they go to a foreign land. They isolate themselves socially. They live pretentiously. They’re loud and ostentatious.” 45 The real Sarkhan was unmistakable. Burdick and Lederer had first written The Ugly American as nonfiction, as a study of Vietnam. 46 Their original outline includes, for instance, a chapter on “How no one in Saigon spoke Vietnamese (I mean no American).” 47 Their editor at Norton, though, persuaded them to rewrite the book as fiction. 48 Still, in a “Factual Epilogue,” they insisted that everything in The Ugly American was true. 49
Burdick’s 1962 blockbuster, Fail-Safe, claimed to be true in this sense, too. In the book’s preface, Burdick and Wheeler—who, like Burdick, was a professor of political science—asserted that “there is substantial agreement among experts that an accidental war is possible and that its probability increases with the increasing complexity of the machine-made components which make up our defense system.” 50 By “fail-safe” they meant a point after which planes sent to drop nuclear bombs can no longer be recalled. In the novel, a mechanical failure—due to a single burnt fuse in a computer—leads to a failure of communication between Strategic Air Command and a formation of B-52s traveling at fifteen hundred miles per hour toward Russia, each carrying two twenty-megaton bombs. Unable to recall two of the planes, mainly because of Soviet radio jamming, the American president first orders fighter planes after them, to shoot them down, and, when that fails, attempts to convince the Soviet premier, Khrushchev, that their proceeding to target Moscow is an accident.
Much of the novel consists of transcripts of telephone conversations, by way of a dedicated phone line on the president’s desk.
“Premier Khrushchev,” the president says, the first time he calls Moscow, “I am using the telephone line which your government and mine agreed should always be kept open. This is the first time it has been used.” 51
Unable to convince Khrushchev that the planes were not sent on purpose, and knowing that Khrushchev has no choice but to retaliate, the president instead orders the bombing of New York, as the only way to avert Armageddon. The American bombers, set on the course because of a computer glitch, cannot be stopped. Moscow will be annihilated. To prove to the world that the destruction of Moscow was an accident, the United States must sacrifice New York. In the end, the president and the premier commiserate. “We have become prisoners of our own machines,” says Khrushchev from the Kremlin, where he is awaiting his own death.
The President paused. A calm fell on the line.
“Premier Khrushchev?” There was a tentative note to the President’s voice.
“Yes, Mr. President?”
“This crisis of ours—this accident, as you say. . . . In one way it’s no man’s fault. No human being made any mistake, and there’s no point in trying to place the blame on anyone.” The President paused.
“I agree, Mr. President.” . . .
The President continued, in part, thinking aloud: “. . . It’s as if human beings had evaporated, and their places were taken by computers. And all day you and I have sat here, fighting, not each other, but rather this big rebellious computerized system, struggling to keep it from blowing up the world.”
The American ambassador, seated with Khrushchev in the Kremlin, awaiting his own death, breaks in. “Mr. President, I can hear the sound of explosions coming from the northeast,” he says. “The sky is very bright, like a long row of very big sky rockets. It is almost beautiful, like a Fourth of July.” Then a screech, and silence. In an instant, Moscow is gone. And then, to save the world, the president of the United States orders the destruction of New York City. 52
On Monday, October 22, 1962, the day after the publication of Fail-Safe, the American military raised its state of alert to DEFCON 3. Kennedy called Truman and Eisenhower, as well as the prime minister of Britain, to brief them on the state of the crisis. Then he decided to alert the public. That evening at seven o’clock, grim and determined, Kennedy delivered a televised address from the Oval Office. Earlier in the day, he’d sent a copy of the statement he intended to make to Khrushchev, along with a letter. “I have not assumed that you or any other sane man would in this nuclear age, deliberately plunge the world into war which it is crystal clear no country could win and which could only result in catastrophic consequences to the whole world, including the aggressor,” Kennedy wrote to his Soviet counterpart. On television that night, he spoke with a gravity that Americans had never before seen in him. He revealed the existence of the Soviet missile bases in Cuba. “The purpose of these bases can be none other than to provide a nuclear strike capability against the Western Hemisphere,” Kennedy said. He detailed his conversation with Gromyko, flatly accusing the Soviets of outright deception. He had determined on a course of action: a complete blockade of Cuba. And, in dialogue that could easily have appeared in Fail-Safe, he issued Premier Khrushchev an unambiguous threat: “It shall be the policy of this nation to regard any nuclear missile launched from Cuba against any nation in the Western Hemisphere as an attack by the Soviet Union on the United States requiring a full retaliatory response on the Soviet Union.” Finally, he appealed to Soviet premier Khrushchev “to abandon this course of world domination, and to join in an historic effort to end the perilous arms race and to transform the history of man.” 53 All across the country, Americans sat in front of their televisions in hushed silence, struck dumb by the shock, a stillness that lasted long after the president spoke his final words.
The next day, parents kept their children home from school. Stores closed their doors. Kennedy and Johnson canceled all of their campaign stops. The Times ran a terrifying three-line headline:
u.s. imposes arms blockade on cubaon finding offensive-missile sites;kennedy ready for soviet showdown 54
Americans braced for war.
The Soviets did not back down. Instead, the crisis escalated. On Wednesday, October 24, Soviet ships were in sight of the quarantine and, as McNamara reported to Kennedy, they were being shadowed by a Soviet submarine. Stevenson, meanwhile, was working with Arthur Schlesinger on a speech he was to deliver to the U.N. Security Council. “There is a road to peace,” he told the council on October 23, urging that this “be remembered not as the day when the world came to the edge of a nuclear war but as the day when men resolved to let nothing thereafter stop them in their quest for peace.” Two days later, confronting the Soviet ambassador with photographic evidence of the missiles, Stevenson grew uncharacteristically heated. “adlai blows top,” ran the headline in the New York Journal-American. “I never knew Adlai had it in him,” Kennedy said, watching the speech on television from the Oval Office. 55 In Washington, the American military raised its state of alert to DEFCON 2, the highest it has ever been. 56
In the midst of this calamitous, gripping story—reporting on the possible end of the world itself—the New York Times could wait no longer to make a decision about its upcoming election coverage, under threat of a strike by newspaper unions. On October 23, the Times decided to go ahead with the installation of the computers ordered by Simulmatics, “strike or no strike,” though they had to hire armed guards to protect the machines. The first IBM 1401 was unloaded at the Times Building at eleven-thirty a.m. on Friday, October 26. That day, the White House received a secret communication from Khrushchev, sent by telegram to the State Department. It might have appeared in the pages of Fail-Safe. The premier wrote,
Mr. President, we and you ought not now to pull on the ends of the rope in which you have tied the knot of war, because the more the two of us pull, the tighter that knot will be tied. And a moment may come when that knot will be tied so tight that even he who tied it will not have the strength to untie it, and then it will be necessary to cut that knot, and what that would mean is not for me to explain to you, because you yourself understand perfectly of what terrible forces our countries dispose. Consequently, if there is no intention to tighten that knot and thereby to doom the world to the catastrophe of thermonuclear war, then let us not only relax the forces pulling on the ends of the rope, let us take measures to untie that knot. We are ready for this.
Khrushchev’s letter seemed to offer a way out of the crisis. He offered to remove the missiles in exchange for an end to the blockade and a promise that the United States would not invade Cuba. 57
But the next day, Saturday, Khrushchev sent, by formal, diplomatic means, an altogether different letter, offering to remove the missiles from Cuba only if the United States agreed to remove its own missiles from a base in Turkey. And still the situation worsened: over Cuba, a Soviet ground-to-air missile shot down an American U-2 plane, killing the pilot. At ExComm, some of Kennedy’s advisers urged an immediate air attack on the missile bases in Cuba. But Robert Kennedy counseled the president to ignore Khrushchev’s second letter and announce an agreement based on the first letter. Secretly, the United States nevertheless pledged to remove its missiles from Turkey—a course of action that had been urged by Adlai Stevenson all along. 58 On Sunday, October 28, Khrushchev agreed to this arrangement. 59
As suddenly as it began, the crisis was over. Kennedy had steered the world clear of nuclear war.
Some things had changed forever over those harrowing thirteen days. It had taken nearly twelve hours to receive, decode, and translate the secret three-thousand-word message Khrushchev had sent on October 26. By the time it had been read in the White House, Khrushchev, not having received any reply, had already sent a second, harder-line message. The delay might have been fatal. In Fail-Safe, Burdick and Wheeler had argued that a failure of communications, even just a small computer glitch, could lead to Armageddon. After the Cuban Missile Crisis ended, representatives of the United States and the USSR met in Geneva to sign a “Memorandum of Understanding . . . Regarding the Establishment of a Direct Communications Link”: they set up a hotline between the Kremlin and the Pentagon, a link by teletype. Eugene Burdick took credit for that idea, since this very hotline links Moscow and Washington in Fail-Safe. “We needed it as a dramatic device,” Burdick explained. He said that when he was writing the novel, he’d asked Kennedy if such a hotline actually existed. Burdick recalled, “And he replied no but admitted that it might not be a bad idea.” 60
In a broader sense, too, the Cuban Missile Crisis changed the course of the Cold War. Coming so close to a nuclear war made it clear to anyone who had not yet understood as much that any strike would lead to another strike, and before too long, the whole world might be gone. The arms race didn’t end; the two nations didn’t disarm. But they had each come to see that the Manichaean battle between capitalism and communism would have to be fought not with nuclear missiles but on the ground. This would lead the United States to greater involvement in Vietnam. In 1961, Kennedy had named George Ball, Adlai Stevenson’s former law partner and longtime campaign manager, as undersecretary of state. When Kennedy asked his closest aides about sending more “advisers” into Vietnam, Ball was the only one to object. He warned that the situation could escalate, and before too long, the United States might have three hundred thousand men wandering the rice paddies of Vietnam. Kennedy laughed. “George,” he said, “you’re supposed to be one of the smartest guys in town, but you’re crazier than hell.” 61
The two giant IBM computers delivered to the Times Building on Forty-Third Street at the very height of the Cuban Missile Crisis were “up and running” by noon on Monday, October 29, the day after the crisis came to a close. They had arrived just in time for a rehearsal to be held that evening. Harold Faber kept an hour-by-hour record of the dry run. It started off badly, it went badly, and it ended badly. “Mrs. Arbuckle reported at 6 P.M. and immediately reported trouble reading her cards into 1402,” Faber wrote. Also, it appeared to Faber that this operation would be a disaster, mainly because, as he said at a postmortem meeting that night, “It’s obvious Simulmatics doesn’t know how to operate machines.” 62
Another dry run was scheduled for Wednesday, October 31, Halloween, city doorways and porches and balconies decorated with dangling orange plastic jack-o’-lanterns, even as rumors spread that a picket line would form outside the building at midnight. This time, things went so badly that the Times, which was renting all of this equipment from IBM, asked IBM to take it all back. Bernstein could not get the 1401 in the Times Building to communicate with the 7701 in the IBM building. Moscow and Washington needed a hotline. But so, apparently, did the Times and IBM. IBM decided to leave its equipment in place, come what may, arguing that much would be learned by a trial of the equipment on Election Night. Coleman, by now, was signing his memos “From Jim Coleman, desperate as ever.” 63 Faber called Greenfield in a fury and told him “his men were running an amateur night.” Simulmatics, Faber said, “frankly, not only underestimated, but completely misjudged the importance of competent technicians.” IBM stepped in, promising to deliver a number of “girls” on Election Night, since they, unlike the men of Simulmatics, actually knew how to operate all the equipment. 64
Greenfield and Pool came to watch the next rehearsals. By now, Faber had all but given up on the Simulmatics scientists, who, in his view, were useless. “Everyone who watched the dry-runs was convinced of this except Simulmatics, until Dr. Pool and Mr. Greenfield saw for themselves on Nov. 1 and 2,” Faber wrote in his notes. 65 On the editorial floor, the machines hummed and rumbled and the chad of punched cards fluttered through the air, like ashes after a fire.
On Election Night, November 6, 1962, IBM’s “girls” arrived at the Times Building at six o’clock, after dusk settled. At six-thirty p.m., even before the first polls closed, one of the data phones broke down. The 1401 kept finding it difficult to reach the 7701. Boxes of punch cards got kicked over, the cards spilling out like water. Everyone kept tripping over cables. To make room for the giant computers at one end of the room, all the editors’ and reporters’ desks had been crammed together. “Boys” charged with bringing notes taken by phone to the “girls” punching the data had to race across the room, but it was like crossing a snake pit. 66
The results began to come in. Kennedy’s handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis had strengthened his presidency and bolstered his party. Richard Nixon, running for governor of California, suffered a bruising loss. Democrats held on to both the House and the Senate, in victories that would make possible landmark civil rights legislation in 1964 and 1965. Little of this was as clear as it ought to have been in the Times Building on Election Night, where reporters were tripping over cords. It was a madhouse. Also, the AP reports of early returns came in much later than expected, holding everyone up. 67 Then, when they did come in, they came at a bad time. Reporters complained that they were “hit by a flood of projections just we were struggling to knock out a first edition lead that said something, but the projections were not only meaningless at this stage of the night but, in addition, cluttered up desk space at a key point in the evening.” 68 A clutter, a chaos, a mess.
Ithiel Pool had come down from Cambridge. The Simulmatics people, he said, “worked as I have not seen anybody work since the war.” 69 People at the Times thought differently.
“The robot age moved into the Times on election night,” the Times would later report in its chipper in-house newsletter, trying to put the best face on it. “The 135 men and women on the election schedule—grinding out copy, compiling tables and estimating trends at top speed—had as their handmaiden a cold but efficient electronic computer that gobbled up fresh election returns and coughed out projections and analyses with remarkable accuracy.” 70
Internally, though, Times staffers reported that the operation run by Simulmatics was “a completely disorganized shambles.” The Simulmatics scientists walked around with instruction manuals, trying to read them on the fly. (One staffer wrote dryly: “One does not learn to operate a 1401 Computer system or a 7090 Computer system in three easy lessons.”) They mishandled funds, charging the Times $1,045 for sixteen boxes of printer paper when they needed only five. IBM was bad, as one Times memo had it, but Simulmatics was “absolutely horrible”: “That these people are political scientists and sociologists I do not deny, but I question whether they have ever seen a piece of business machinery other than an electric typewriter.” 71
With the exception of Alex Bernstein, the Simulmatics scientists, like most scientists, had very little experience actually running an IBM machine. Wrote Faber: “We were assured that they were experts in the field of computer technology, but it turned out that they were experts in programming, not in operations.” 72 Historically, the work of operating these machines had always been done by women. That the Simulmatics scientists were expected to do this work—women’s work—drove Coleman to distraction. He thought the scientists ought to be conducting only higher-order thinking. “To have four university professors in attendance at the Times on election night, and make the use of them that was made last night is not to be excused,” he wrote in a furious letter the next morning. 73
But to some veteran reporters, Simulmatics’ higher-order thinking looked shoddy, too, especially the projections Coleman, Bernstein, and Pool made for the African American vote. In 1960, days before the election, the Times’ Layhmond Robinson Jr., a pioneering black journalist and a savvy political reporter, had, without resorting to a computer simulation, rightly predicted that the black vote in New York would go to Kennedy. (Kennedy also won 68 percent of the black vote, nationally.) Robinson had also noticed the importance for the Democratic ticket of “the telephone call Mr. Kennedy made to the wife of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King,” which, he said, had “eased some of the resentment stirred by the decision of Mr. Kennedy and Senator Lyndon B. Johnson to kill two civil rights bills submitted by President Eisenhower in the recent short session of Congress.” 74 Robinson, born in Louisiana in 1925, had served in the navy as a photographer during the Second World War before earning degrees from Syracuse University and the Columbia School of Journalism. At the Times since 1950, he was the nation’s best-informed reporter on the African American vote. 75 The Simulmatics team, in preparing its Election Night coverage, never consulted with him.
“I was surprised to learn, on Election night, from Mr. Pool and another of the Simulmatics men, that they were using only one Negro checkpoint in New York city, where about 350,000 of the state’s 400,000 Negro voters live,” Robinson later told Faber. “This checkpoint was on 109th Street, which is not an all-Negro area but one populated by a mixture of whites, Negroes and Puerto Ricans.” It was ridiculous. “Unless we can do a better job on the Negro vote next time around I think we ought to forget it and stop confusing our readers,” Robinson told Faber. “This time it was a flop.” 76 Faber agreed.
The morning after the election, “in the harsh political dawn of Wednesday, Nov. 7,” Times columnist Tom Wicker assessed the damage from the computer-cluttered newsroom, where “haggard knights of the typewriter” punched out their last reports. 77 The Democrats had won the day. But real-time reporting did not work, at least not yet.
In the weeks and months after the election, Simulmatics and the Times fell into a feud. Simulmatics had contracted the job at a projected cost of $32,500 but billed the Times for $89,400. Greenfield insisted that the overrun was an understandable and even inevitable error: “due to the experimental nature of our project (without precedent in computer programming history) any estimate we gave at the beginning was in danger of being off the mark.” 78 The Times expected Simulmatics to absorb the $56,900 loss. Greenfield begged for an adjustment, and even “some financial assistance to carry his corporation over until after July 1.” The Times, agreeing that one source of the overrun was that the news department had asked for much more analysis than had been outlined in the original contract, decided to give Greenfield $7,500, as a supplemental fee, along with a loan of $17,500, at a 6 percent interest rate. 79 This decision had been controversial, with Harold Faber complaining, “I don’t think we have any moral obligation to help out a company that has so misestimated its costs. We know that it underbid deliberately to get the contract.” 80 Faber was not wrong. Simulmatics must have deliberately underbid, hoping to knock out IBM. A $32,500 estimate for the entire job looked absurd, given that in the end Simulmatics billed the Times $29,545 for computer time alone. 81
Meanwhile, the long-threatened newspaper strike finally began. On December 8, printers at four New York papers, the Daily News, the New York Times, the World-Telegram and Sun, and the Journal-American, walked off the job. Three hours later, the publishers of all seven New York dailies, acting according to a plan of solidarity, closed their plants, plants that had between them printed 5.7 million newspapers every day. The closure left some seventeen thousand New Yorkers out of work. Christmas shopping suffered. On January 10, 1963, members of the Newspaper and Mail Deliverers’ Union joined the strike; more trade unions joined, too. The city had no news, and no newspaper ads. Hotels had fewer guests. Car sales and home sales fell. Near the end of February, the solidarity of the publishers began to crack when the publisher of the New York Post decided to negotiate with the unions.
The Great Newspaper Strike didn’t come to an end until March 31, 1963, 114 days after it began. The unions and the papers reached an agreement; its provisions included a restraint on robots: “Automation is allowed to proceed to a certain extent but only in so far as it does not render any compositors redundant.” 82
That spring, the Times and Simulmatics came to an agreement, too, by renegotiating their original contract. The Times said Simulmatics’ work in 1962 had “quite clearly showed that the computer operation has great value to our reporters and editors.” Still, the newspaper was worried about “the financial ability of Simulmatics to continue in business.” 83 In a revised contract, signed in June 1963, the Times set conditions on Simulmatics’ continuance for the 1964 election, including an insistence that, at its own cost, Simulmatics “recruit trained personnel who will, well in advance of the 1964 election, operate and perform several trial runs.” 84 On this promise, Simulmatics apparently failed to deliver, because on November 5, 1963, Election Day, the assistant managing editor of the Times notified Greenfield that he was terminating the agreement. “We don’t believe that we have gotten or can get out of your organization the type of thing we feel we need for our election coverage,” he wrote. 85 This setback nearly sank the company, except that, by then, Pool had begun edging Simulmatics into a new field: psychological warfare. The People Machine could earn votes and woo customers. Why not win hearts and minds?
On December 12, 1962, Pool flew to Washington to deliver, by invitation, the first talk on the subject of social science ever given before the Advanced Research Projects Agency of the Department of Defense. Before an audience of about a hundred people, deep inside the Pentagon, he clicked through his slides, Simulmatics charts, Simulmatics tables, Simulmatics graphs.
“The events of the Cuban crisis last fall brought home to all of us the central role communication can play in the evolution of international controversies and in the prevention of armed conflict,” he explained. 86 A hotline between the Kremlin and the Pentagon was one thing. Pool believed that another kind of line of communication was needed: “in some kinds of crisis the important thing might be not only to communicate to the Kremlin but also to the Russian people.” 87
But how? Pool presented to ARPA the Simulmatics Corporation’s Media-Mix simulation, detailing the company’s findings about exposure, frequency, and attention, across television, magazines, and newspapers, tallied by market segment: male, female, urban, rural, suburban. 88 The research had been done for the sake of selling shampoo and dog food. But out of it came a new, Cold War endeavor: Project ComCom, short for Communist Communications.
Project ComCom would be run out of MIT’s Center for International Studies. It would be funded by ARPA. “In order to achieve deterrence and not provocation, the government needs research on how information comes to the attention of and is interpreted by Soviet decision makers,” Pool explained. “We need to know how leaks, rumors, and intentional disclosures spread.” He had mathematical models ready to hand over: his own, earlier study of social networks, as well as Simulmatics’ Media-Mix. “We intend to study the Soviet and Chinese communication systems by various research approaches, including the use of computer simulation,” he explained. Pool had, in fact, already begun studying how news from the United States was picked up by the Soviet press; this involved “an hour by hour analysis of American news tickers, press releases, and radio,” which had “revealed patterns of dialogue in half a dozen crises.” But there was more to Project ComCom. “We are planning to replicate certain psychological experiments,” he wrote. He requested a budget of $225,000, for eighteen months. 89
Project ComCom, with Pool as director, would lie at the center of Pool’s work for years. It would require a massive effort at data collection. “For example, among peasants, what is the distribution of newspaper reading by paper, by minutes per day, by type of story, etc.,” he asked. Finding answers to questions like that would require great sums of money, grant after grant after grant. The work was never-ending. It also greatly intensified Pool’s use of MIT’s computers. By 1962, it was easier than ever before to use the machine at MIT’s Computation Center, now an IBM 7090: MIT’s John McCarthy, cofounder of its Artificial Intelligence Project, had pioneered what came to be called “time-sharing,” using a single computer to run multiple jobs at the same time. 90
Project ComCom was not a Simulmatics project. But it borrowed, heavily, from Simulmatics research. And the MIT students Pool hired to work on ComCom tended, also, to work on Simulmatics projects. After all, they were tinkering with what was, elementally, the same computer program. Pool’s staff included three undergraduates: Tom Van Vleck, a math major; Noel Morris (the brother of Errol Morris, the filmmaker), an electrical engineering major; and Sam Popkin, a mathematics and political science major. Pool assigned Van Vleck and Morris to a windowless office in Building 14, in the library stacks, with a single IBM 1050 terminal. The sign on the door said, “t. lehrer, n. morris.” (T. Lehrer never showed up. He was Tom Lehrer, the Harvard mathematician who became a writer and singer of satirical songs.) 91 Popkin was assigned to a room nearby.
Pool hired Van Vleck and Morris to work on Project ComCom, and under its budget. He hired Popkin, at first, to work for Simulmatics, preparing an update of the 1960 election study, for the 1964 election. Popkin reprogrammed all of the original study and added updates from 1962. But Popkin worked on ComCom, too. Like Van Vleck, he billed expenses to ComCom. And he, Van Vleck, and Morris traveled together, for conferences on how to handle data archives. 92
For Project ComCom, Van Vleck and Morris spent their time trying to analyze whatever data Pool gave them, in an attempt to build a simulated population of Communists. Their data consisted chiefly of censuses of Eastern European countries, economic surveys, and the results of interviews with defectors and political exiles, people who’d crossed the Iron Curtain to the West; they’d been interviewed about how they got their news. All of this was data entered into punch cards that Van Vleck and Morris were supposed to feed into a program that would be used to generate tabulations and compute statistics intended to suggest how this imaginary population of Communists would respond to different political messages. “Look, just tabulate every variable against every other and only print out the tables where the chi-square is large,” they were often told. There was a joke at MIT at the time, that you could get a master’s degree if you could find three significant chi-squares, but a PhD took seven.
Van Vleck did not consider ComCom sound. “There wasn’t enough data,” he said later. Also, Pool believed that he could organize people’s perceptions of their world “into chains of If this/then that,” and Van Vleck disagreed. He was worried that, at bottom, ComCom was a model without a theory. “MIT didn’t teach political philosophy at the time,” Van Vleck recalled. “You got, instead, one week of Plato.” He couldn’t see how ComCom could produce any meaningful predictions when it did not rest on any known theory of human behavior, not to mention any proven theory of human behavior. But Van Vleck and Morris were only undergraduates, and they needed the money, and it wasn’t their job to argue with Professor Pool. 93
Pool’s student researchers worked for him for years. Popkin entered MIT’s PhD program, with Pool as his adviser. Morris dropped out of school but kept working for Pool. Van Vleck graduated but stayed on as part of the full-time staff. Van Vleck and Morris, working so closely together for so long, sharing an office and a single terminal, linked up to MIT’s time-sharing computer, got creative about how to better collaborate. They would leave disk files for each other, labeled “To Tom” or “Read Me Now,” since they weren’t usually in the office on the same shift. Other people at MIT’s computing center had the same idea that Van Vleck and Morris had: to devise a command that would send mail. “That’s great, where is it?” said Van Vleck and Morris. “Everybody’s too busy to write it,” came the answer. “Okay, we’ll do it,” they said. And they did. In 1965, Van Vleck and Morris, working for Ithiel de Sola Pool, invented e-mail. 94
What is the proper public role of behavioral scientists? Eugene Burdick and Ithiel de Sola Pool had taken divergent paths by the end of 1962. Pool spent much of his time in the Pentagon. Burdick spent much of his time in Hollywood. Each man thought the other a danger: a danger to American political science, and maybe even a danger to the country. Burdick didn’t trust putting information of importance to national security on computers. Pool didn’t approve of scholars becoming celebrities.
Quite where the line ought to be, between the university and the public, was hard to say. Burdick and Pool, each in their own way, had crossed it. So had Arthur Schlesinger. He’d initially taken a six-month leave from his position in the History Department at Harvard. When that had expired, he’d asked for his leave to be extended for the longest time possible, two years, in order to work at the White House. “No professional historian in all our history has ever been privileged to see events from this vantage point, and I know I would always regret it if I declined the opportunity,” he’d written to the university’s president. By January 1962, his two-year leave had expired, and the university decided it had no interest in extending it. Schlesinger asked Kennedy for advice. “I think you would be more useful down here than teaching those sons of privilege up there,” the Harvard-educated president told him. Schlesinger resigned his professorship. 95
Burdick and Pool grew distant from their own universities in different ways, and Berkeley and MIT set different conditions than had Harvard, and made more allowances. Burdick’s star kept rising. A film adaptation of The Ugly American, starring Marlon Brando, premiered in April 1963; the Writers Guild of America nominated it for Best Written Drama. 96 Burdick himself had become such a celebrity that he served as the spokesman for Ballantine Ale. “who is the ale man?” its ads asked, and answered: “a man with a thirst for a manlier brew.” In magazines, Ballantine Ale ads pictured Burdick in scuba gear, just coming out of the water, his scuba mask pushed rakishly back on his head, and also at his desk, at his typewriter, about to drink a tall glass of beer. Eugene Burdick: “Underseas explorer . . . literary man . . . Ale man.” Ballantine television ads followed Burdick, in his scuba gear, diving into the depths and then rising out of the water; cut to Burdick at his typewriter; and then cut to Burdick at a cocktail party, glass in hand, while the voice-over purred, “Let it make an Ale man out of you.” 97
But both Burdick and Pool wrestled, each in his own way, with the problem of nuclear brinkmanship. Burdick wrote Fail-Safe; Pool created ComCom. Burdick expected the novel to be made into a film, directed by the much-admired filmmaker Sidney Lumet, starring Henry Fonda as the American president, and produced by a new company, Entertainment Corporation of America, or ECA. But in February 1963, the month Pool launched ComCom, Burdick faced a lawsuit filed by filmmaker Stanley Kubrick.
Kubrick was in London shooting a different movie about an inadvertent nuclear war, Dr. Strangelove; or, How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, starring Peter Sellers, produced by Columbia Pictures. Columbia had budgeted $1,700,000 for Strangelove, a huge investment and an expression of its faith in Kubrick, following his directorial turn at Spartacus, in 1960, and his 1962 film, Lolita, an adaptation of the 1955 novel by Vladimir Nabokov. In 1961, as he was finishing Lolita, Kubrick had read a 1958 novel by Peter George, published in the United States as Red Alert and in the United Kingdom as Two Hours to Doom, about a nuclear catastrophe. He’d decided to buy the rights, and although the film he actually ended up making bore little relation to the novel, it was on the basis of those rights that he sued Eugene Burdick. Kubrick, George, and Columbia Pictures filed a suit in New York federal court against Burdick and Wheeler, their book’s publisher, and ECA, alleging that the novel Fail-Safe had been “largely copied” from Red Alert and calling on ECA to abandon the project. 98
There is no evidence that Burdick and Wheeler plagiarized Fail-Safe, and much evidence that the Kubrick action was nothing more than a nuisance suit: Kubrick’s main objective was to get Dr. Strangelove out in theaters before Lumet’s Fail Safe. Burdick and Wheeler’s Fail-Safe began as a short story called “Abraham ’58: A Nuclear Fantasy,” written by Wheeler in 1956 or 1957, rejected by major literary magazines, and finally published by Dissent in 1959. Wheeler discussed his story at a lunch in New York for the Fund for the Republic. Burdick was at that lunch and, sometime later, wrote to Wheeler to see if he would be interested in adapting the story into a movie; in the end, they decided to write a novel together. 99 Burdick insisted that he had heard about Red Alert only later, sometime in 1961, because the physicist–turned–peace activist Leo Szilard had given a copy to everyone he could think of, and friends of Burdick’s who’d read it warned him that it sounded a lot like the plot of the book they knew Burdick and Wheeler to be writing. 100
Burdick charged that it was Kubrick who was the real thief. In December 1961, Burdick wrote to Kubrick, enclosing a partial draft and outline of Fail-Safe and offering it “for your consideration in connection with the potential purchase by you of the world-wide motion picture and allied rights.” By then, though, Kubrick had already bought the rights to Red Alert. Realizing that Burdick was likely to sell the rights to someone else, and might then charge Kubrick’s film with being, itself, a theft of Fail-Safe, Kubrick sent Burdick and Wheeler a copy of Red Alert, by way of registered mail, informing them of his ownership of “the exclusive world-wide motion picture and allied rights” to the story. This also conveniently established, as would become relevant in court, that Burdick and Wheeler could not defend themselves from charges of plagiarism by saying they had never heard of George’s novel. This tangled legal battle ended in April 1963 when, in an out-of-court settlement, Columbia Pictures took over Fail Safe from ECA and guaranteed that it would not release the film until at least six months after the release of Dr. Strangelove. 101
Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove appeared in theaters in January 1964, Lumet’s haunting adaptation of Fail-Safe eight months later. 102 Critics adored Lumet’s film, which was shot as a documentary, in black and white, and released without any musical scoring. Unlike Kubrick’s brilliantly devastating satire, Lumet’s film is dead serious and terrifying, all the more so because it depicts global thermonuclear war as triggered not by human error, as in Strangelove, but by computer error. 103
Released in October 1964, Fail Safe failed at the box office. No matter, Eugene Burdick might have thought. Because, that same month, he published his most ambitious novel yet, The 480: a page-turning thriller about . . . the Simulmatics Corporation.
It was all gone now.
—Arthur Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, 1965
Ad copy for Eugene Burdick’s The 480, 1964.
Eugene Burdick and his wife, Carol, were at the beach on Friday, November 22, 1963, when they heard news of a shooting in Dallas. They’d have huddled around the nearest radio, antenna to the sky, waiting to learn whether President John F. Kennedy would live or die. The NBC Radio Network broke into its midday broadcast with a cryptic, frantic emergency announcement:
—several shots were fired near the president in Dallas a hotline bulletin coming to you in fifteen seconds, stand by all NBC stations, a hotline bulletin in TEN seconds, a hotline bulletin in FIVE seconds—
They stood by.
—Shots were fired near President Kennedy in Dallas—
NBC News’ Robert MacNeil, reporting from the scene, where he’d been following Kennedy’s campaign stop in Texas, came in by phone, his voice uneven, distant, electric:
Several shots were fired as President Kennedy’s motorcade passed through downtown Dallas. Crowds screamed and lay down on the grass as the motorcade went by. Police broke away and began chasing an unknown gunman across some railroad tracks. It is not known if the shots were aimed at the president. Repeat. It is not known if the shots were aimed at the president.
NBC’s announcer passed on a report from the Associated Press:
The president was seriously wounded. This is not confirmed. This is a flash. Repeat. This is a flash.
The Burdicks on the beach, like everyone all over the country, felt as if they were sinking, falling, losing their very bearings. The ocean was still there, the mighty Pacific, and the sand between their toes. But the world seemed, suddenly, to reel.
NBC played orchestra music for twenty seconds; then came a strange thrum for another ten, until:
—stand by all NBC stations. . . . In TEN . . . in FIVE seconds—
NBC reporter Bob Thornton on a crackly phone line from Dallas, talking fast, as if he was gasping for air.
—Information is still sketchy at this time. We have just talked with two eyewitnesses, a man and his wife who were standing near the president’s motorcade. They said that a shot rang out from behind them; they thought at first it was at first a firecracker. Then according to the eyewitnesses, one woman, who was in a hysterical condition, told us that the president was hit in the side of the head and fell into his wife, Jacqueline’s arms—
Then swing music. Then again the thrum.
—stand by all NBC stations—
Should they wait at the beach? Or go home, listening to the car radio on the way, so that they could sit by the television? Helplessness overcame them.
—A small Negro boy and a white man said they had seen a man with a gun in the window of a building, overlooking the roof. This is Robert MacNeil—
Burdick, the Ballantine Ale man, the man with a manlier thirst, hadn’t been well. In 1959, he’d had a heart attack while playing squash with a graduate student. He’d spent two weeks in a hospital in Oakland. His heart was weak, and now his heart was breaking. He was supposed to be mindful of exertion, and stress, and shock. He could feel his heart thumping, racing. 1
The Burdicks that night drank two quarts of vodka between them, trying to bear up, to steady their nerves, to soothe their sorrow and their fury. 2
—The President, his limp body, cradled in the arms of his wife, was rushed to Parkland hospital—
Two quarts weren’t quite enough.
—The president remains in the emergency room—
And the waves lapped the shore, and the sun shone, and everything was the same, except it wasn’t, and it felt as though the world would never be the same again.
—two Roman Catholic priests have been summoned to the emergency room—
Burdick’s heart raced, as if the motor of his Jaguar were inside his chest, at full throttle.
NBC Radio and NBC Television joined up, in a single, simultaneous broadcast.
—He has received blood transfusions. He is in critical condition, but alive—
Burdick couldn’t help but think about the book he was writing, a novel called The Candidate. 3 It was supposed to reach its climax at the 1964 Republican National Convention in San Francisco; Burdick and his publisher planned to release the book days before the opening of the convention. The whole plot turned on the futility of any Republican candidate running against Kennedy, wildly popular, undefeatable, the man who’d saved the world from Armageddon. 4 But not, apparently, invincible.
In Dallas, police arrested a slender white man, the suspected assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald. A rumor spread that Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson had been shot, too. All kinds of rumors spread. Minutes passed. Was the president alive? Was the president dead? Doctors called for a neurosurgeon. The priests performed last rites. Through this holy anointing may the Lord in his love and mercy help you with the grace of the Holy Spirit. Thirty minutes after the president was shot, on NBC Radio—
—Here is a flash from Dallas. Two priests who were with President Kennedy say he is dead. . . . I repeat. Two priests who were with President Kennedy say he is dead. . . . I will repeat, with the greatest regret, this flash. Two priests— 5
Burdick, reeling, a Jaguar trapped in his chest, drove to his doctor—or maybe Carol drove—and submitted to an EKG. He was okay. Except that nothing felt okay.
Ten days later, still unsteady, Burdick wrote to a longtime friend of his, the prominent international lawyer Donald Rivkin, a former Rhodes scholar who served as the vice president of Simulmatics. “Right now I am trying by dint of hard work and exercise to get the whole thing out of my head,” Burdick explained. “One of the things I have to do is grapple with the assassination in the new book I am doing.” He wondered: Could Simulmatics send him its confidential reports, and Tom Morgan’s 1961 Harper’s article, too? “I can assure you that Simulmatics will get fair treatment and excellent publicity in the book,” he promised. “Could you pass the word to Ed Greenfield or whoever else is in charge?” 6 He knew that Greenfield could not say no, could never say no, to publicity.
The flag-draped coffin bearing John F. Kennedy arrived at the White House on November 23, in the last bleak hours before dawn. In the East Room, an unsteady Bobby Kennedy asked Arthur Schlesinger to open the coffin and look at the corpse, and decide whether the casket should be open or closed for the state funeral, to be held at the U.S. Capitol. Half of the president’s head was gone. Schlesinger came back and said, “It’s appalling.” Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, who was there, too, wondered whether it might not be wrong for a head of state to be hidden from view; Schlesinger as official presidential historian cited a precedent: FDR’s casket had been closed. Bobby Kennedy decided. “Close it,” he said. 7 Two days later, Kennedy was laid to rest in Arlington National Cemetery. And the photograph of Kennedy’s three-year-old son, in a tiny jacket, knee pants, and little shoes, saluting his father’s casket in the cathedral, was seared in the nation’s memory. 8
Lyndon B. Johnson, having been sworn in as the new president within hours of Kennedy’s death, addressed a joint session of Congress on November 27. “All I have I would have given gladly not to be standing here today,” he began. He spoke slowly, quietly, as if each word were the end of a sentence. “The greatest leader of our time has been struck down by the foulest deed of our time.” He pledged to continue the work Kennedy had begun. He would honor the nation’s commitments in Vietnam. He would see Congress pass, at last, a new civil rights law. “We have talked long enough in this country about equal rights for all Americans, whatever their race or color,” he said, his voice rising. Congress interrupted him with applause. “We have talked for one hundred years or more. It is time now to write the next chapter, and to write it in the books of law.” 9
Johnson would pledge to create a Great Society. He would announce a war on poverty. He sought federal aid for public education, and for the care of the sick and the poor and the old, with the establishment of Medicare and Medicaid. Johnson was a legislative mastermind. “Kennedy couldn’t have gotten the Ten Commandments through Congress,” Johnson later scoffed, privately. Johnson’s program was not Kennedy’s program; compared to Johnson, Kennedy was a conservative. What cause had Kennedy died for? That wasn’t clear, Johnson said. But he made use of it: “I had to take the dead man’s program and turn it into a martyr’s cause.” 10 With staggering ambitions for domestic programs, he had no interest in Vietnam, none of the fascination with and dedication to foreign affairs that had so driven his predecessor. He didn’t want the United States to fight Communist North Vietnam; he wanted the South Vietnamese to do it, said he wanted them “to get off their butts and get out into those jungles and whip the hell out of some Communists, and then I want them to leave me alone, because I’ve got some bigger things to do right here at home.” 11
Unsure of foreign affairs, Johnson kept most of Kennedy’s key foreign policy advisers, including McNamara as secretary of defense and Bundy as national security adviser. Arthur Schlesinger he let go.
Schlesinger had begun work on a history of the Kennedy administration the day after the president’s death. Johnson accepted his resignation, and Schlesinger set to work on a book to be called A Thousand Days. Part memoir, part history, it would serve as Schlesinger’s memorial to Kennedy. 12
Johnson said the best memorial to Kennedy would be to pass a civil rights act. “No memorial oration or eulogy could more eloquently honor President Kennedy’s memory than the earliest possible passage,” he said. 13 Congress finally obliged, and Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act into law on July 2, 1964.
It’s not altogether clear exactly when Eugene Burdick first got the idea to write a novel about Simulmatics. It was plainly no memorial to John F. Kennedy. And he’d been planning it for years. In 1961, Reader’s Digest had asked William Lederer, Burdick’s coauthor on The Ugly American, to take a stab at an article about the company. “Simulmatics seems to be going great guns,” Lederer’s editor wrote him, pitching the assignment. “I don’t know anybody who could do it better than you.” 14 Lederer had written to Ithiel de Sola Pool. “Is there enough material and evidence available to do a piece on Simulmatics?” he asked. “Do you want to write it, if there is? Do you want me to write it? Or shall we write it together?” Pool had replied, “I think there may be a good story there.” 15
Lederer never turned in that piece. Maybe he passed the story idea on to Burdick. Right about that time, Pool hired Sam Popkin to help him write his long-delayed account of the 1960 campaign. It was a good story; he didn’t want someone else telling it; he wanted to tell it himself.
Burdick always said his book about Simulmatics was a product of his year at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences. 16 The story had started out as both a novel and a film script, to be developed and released in tandem. In the summer of 1963, Burdick signed a contract with Hope Pictures, Inc., a television and film production company started by the comedian Bob Hope, for production of a made-for-television film called The Candidate, written by Burdick, about a candidate whose campaign is controlled by a computer. 17 In October 1963, when Burdick read a rewrite of his script, he was appalled. 18 “The heroes become villains, villains become heroes,” he wrote to his lawyer. “Also, the underlying theme of the control of politics by cybernetics is merely mentioned in the teleplay and never really described.” Not only that, but the computer equipment itself had been left out of every scene, despite the fact that Burdick “had emphasized how important it was to depict the electronic equipment used visually so that the public would have some notion of what it was all about.” 19
Burdick was in a bind. In negotiating and signing the contract with Hope Pictures, Inc., he’d consulted neither his lawyer nor his literary agent. 20 Under the terms of that contract, he had no real remedies. He couldn’t stop the made-for-TV film The Candidate. And while he could change the name of his novel, so that the book and the TV movie would no longer be connected, he couldn’t sell the film rights to the novel to anyone else, no matter what he called it, at least not before 1970. In 1963, when both Universal and Paramount expressed interest in optioning the novel, which Burdick eventually titled The 480, Burdick was left to confess that he had signed away the rights. 21 That’s why the film version of The 480 was never made, and a good part of why the story of the Simulmatics Corporation vanished so entirely.
Not being able to sell the film rights hurt Burdick, not least because he was looking to cash in, straightaway, with a story that, as one reviewer aptly put it, “is as timely as a newspaper.” 22 He left his publisher to accept a $200,000 advance for The 480 from McGraw-Hill (something upwards of $1.6 million in 2020 dollars). 23 In 1960, McGraw-Hill had solicited a nonfiction book about Simulmatics from Ithiel de Sola Pool, but by 1963, Pool had yet to deliver a manuscript and McGraw-Hill, having contracted with Burdick, was no longer interested in Pool’s book; Pool instead signed a contract with the MIT Press. In the end, Pool’s book appeared within weeks of Burdick’s: it sank without a trace.
The 480, the novel that Burdick had for a long time called The Candidate, tells the story of John Thatch, a ruggedly handsome American engineer who becomes a national hero after building a bridge between India and Pakistan. In 1964, Republican Party insiders, needing a disposable presidential candidate, since “Kennedy will beat whoever we put up,” recruit Thatch to seek the GOP nomination. They just want someone to run, and to lose, so that their favorite candidate, Dr. Bryant Clark, can sit out 1964 and run in 1968 without the hindrance of a defeat trailing behind him. 24
After Kennedy’s assassination, Burdick nearly gave up the book. The plot didn’t make any sense anymore. But then he got a better idea: he’d incorporate the assassination into the story of the election, which would make the book particularly current, and would also make John Thatch’s bid for the presidency less of an unwinnable gambit—against Lyndon B. Johnson, this guy just might win—which made for a more suspenseful story. Burdick decided that the GOP, with the stakes raised, would want to make sure Thatch did their bidding. In the novel, to ensure that their candidate says exactly what they want him to say, exactly when they want him to say it, they hire a company called Simulations Enterprises. To tell this story, though, Burdick needed to know more about the Simulmatics Corporation.
For a very long time, people at Simulmatics cooperated with Burdick, complying with his many requests for material—material that often came to him in the form of reports marked confidential. 25 Burdick, after all, was a Simulmatics insider, a former staffer for Edward L. Greenfield & Co. Greenfield might not have trusted Burdick, but he would have appreciated his stature, the scale of his celebrity, the brightness of the limelight he could cast on Simulmatics. No one said no.
“Two of the election reports from ‘60’ are confidential but I am sending them to give you a clearer understanding of our function in reporting to the Kennedy organization,” a Simulmatics executive wrote to him, in answer to his first letter to Rivkin. 26 Alex Bernstein sent Burdick unpublished reports, printouts, and even piles of punch cards. “If you have any problems reconstructing the types from the paper, call Bob Abelson in New Haven,” Bernstein scribbled in a cover note. “If there is anything else I can do, call me.” 27
In the novel, Burdick introduced his fictional company, Simulations Enterprises, as a rival to the Simulmatics Corporation. (Burdick sometimes confused the two names, and because the book was badly copyedited, that error recurs.)
“Anybody ever use this Simulmatics outfit in an election?” one GOP operator asks a Simulations Enterprises behavioral scientist, a character Burdick burdens with the name Madison Curver: a Madison Avenue ad man, mad man, quantifier, a curve plotter: a mad curver.
“Kennedy did in 1960,” Curver answers. “He was interested to see how much of Ike’s popularity would rub off on Nixon. All the pros were saying ‘Don’t worry about the Negro vote. It will come back to the Democratic Party once Eisenhower is off the scene.’ The Simulmatics people got out their tapes and fed them into the computer. They found that the Negroes had shifted not just to Eisenhower, but many had transferred their allegiance to the Republicans.” 28
The novel, in other words, is highly didactic. The Ugly American, for all its influence, was less a novel than a collection of crude and inelegant short stories that are more accurately understood as parables. Its characters are very grossly drawn. Critics compared it to a comic strip and said it was written with the “subtlety of a sledge hammer.” 29 The same is true for The 480. Only more so. Burdick lifted whole passages straight out of Simulmatics reports and memos and even interoffice correspondence he managed to wrangle out of Rivkin and Greenfield and Bernstein. He even included, as an appendix, a list of Simulmatics’ 480 voter types. He’d gotten the list from the New York office. “Simulmatics is coughing up the 480 groups themselves,” his editor wrote him. 30 True to his word, Burdick also advanced Simulmatics’ PR argument: that its People Machine had gotten John F. Kennedy elected president.
“Did the Simulmatics people tell Kennedy how to act during the TV debates in 1960?”
“They did,” Curver said.
In January 1964, nearly done writing, Burdick settled on a new title, The 480, after Simulmatics’ 480 voter types. 31 (Other editions used titles closer to The Candidate: an Italian translation was published as Il Successore.) 32 Burdick was, at the time, at the very top of his game. In February, the New York Times ran a photo essay called “Writers on Campus,” about those of the nation’s most distinguished writers who also had teaching appointments of one kind or another, the nation’s leading academic lights. Burdick, ever the “Ale man,” was pictured playing squash in shorts and a tank top—wishing himself well—in a story that also featured Saul Bellow (University of Chicago), Ralph Ellison (Rutgers), Bernard Malamud (Bennington), and Philip Roth (Princeton). 33
In April, McGraw-Hill alerted Burdick to an announcement in Publishers’ Weekly: “the M.I.T. Press is coming out with something called SIMULATION OF THE 1960 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION, coming August 19th: ‘The fascinating account of the first computer simulation ever used in a national presidential campaign.’ ” Publishers’ Weekly called it “a must for political scientists.” 34 Burdick wrote to the MIT press, asking for galleys of the book about Simulmatics, written by Pool, Abelson, and Popkin, with the unwieldy title Candidates, Issues, Strategies. 35 It was scheduled to be released two months after Burdick’s 480, a book Publishers’ Weekly had called “a tense, frightening story of what might happen if a presidential nominating campaign were maneuvered by computer results.” 36 Worried, Pool, Abelson, and Greenfield decided to meet with Burdick’s publisher. But there was, needless to say, very little they could do.
In the spring of 1964, Simulmatics needed a new trick. It had lost its edge in the advertising field; those clients had dried up. The termination of its contract with the New York Times, with whom the company had expected to conduct election coverage in 1964, had hurt badly. Simulmatics had made its reputation on election analysis, but it had no political contract for the upcoming election. Conservative Arizona senator Barry Goldwater was seeking the Republican nomination, running against the New York moderate, Nelson Rockefeller. Goldwater represented the hard right: he opposed Brown v. Board, voted against the 1964 Civil Rights Bill, and appeared willing and even eager to engage in nuclear war. His campaign approached Simulmatics in April 1964, at least according to Greenfield, and Simulmatics refused to work for him. “Democratic loyalty spoke louder than money,” Greenfield proudly told the press. 37
Greenfield was beginning to break under the pressure. The assassination of the president had knocked him down. It had knocked everyone down. He’d begun drinking more. He’d also begun an affair with a young and glamorous woman, Naomi Spatz. He left his wife, Patty, then went back to her, long enough for her to become pregnant with their fourth child, and then he went back to Spatz. When Patty, near her due date, was out at the house at Wading River, Greenfield zoomed up to the house with Spatz, in Spatz’s red convertible. 38 Greenfield had gotten by on charm for only so long.
Greenfield thought Burdick’s book would be good for business, but wiser heads at Simulmatics had begun to worry about the effect it might have on the company’s efforts to get hired to work on Democratic political campaigns. Whatever had or hadn’t happened with the Goldwater campaign, Simulmatics was desperately trying to secure a contract with the Johnson campaign. In New York on June 10, 1964, Simulmatics executives met with executives at McGraw-Hill, including its director of publicity, who was preparing the final press release for The 480. Some people at Simulmatics had been given the chance to read the manuscript, and they were alarmed. They regretted their cooperation. Simulmatics insisted that the press release for the book include a disclaimer: “A spokesman for The Simulmatics Corporation points out that the firm disagrees with the conclusions Mr. Burdick expresses in ‘The 480.’ ” 39
A third book about Simulmatics appeared in 1964, set in the year 2033. The science fiction writer Daniel F. Galouye doesn’t appear to have gotten any secret reports from Simulmatics, but he described the company’s practices with precision in his dystopian novel Simulacron-3. “The simulator is an electromathematical model of an average community,” one of the company’s scientists says in the novel. “It permits long-range behavior forecasts.” Simulacron-3 was Galouye’s third novel, and although it was also published in England, under the title Counterfeit World, it didn’t get a lot of attention outside the pages of sci-fi pulp magazines. 40 It’s not clear that anyone from Simulmatics ever even heard about it.
The day after people from Simulmatics met with McGraw-Hill, Pool put together a Simulmatics proposal for the Johnson campaign. The Republican nominee was as yet undecided, but Johnson sought the Democratic nomination, uncontested, and was expected to easily defeat whatever candidate the Republicans settled on. Pool knew that Johnson was very likely to win but insisted that “how he wins may affect the future of American politics profoundly.” And that, in turn, depended, in part, on his choice of vice president: “We propose a Simulmatics study that will provide objective estimates of the number of votes likely to be gained or lost in each key state by President Johnson’s potential respective choices among running mates.” The project would build on the work Simulmatics had done for Kennedy in 1960—“our method combines behavioral science and computer technology”—using its 480 voter types and the “Simulmatics data bank.” Pool proposed that the company submit a first report right before the Republican convention and a final report right after the Democratic one. He wrote, “These reports, research data, and every other aspect of our study will remain absolutely confidential”—a promise that looked hard to keep given that Simulmatics had just leaked its Kennedy reports to Burdick. Estimated cost: $73,000 (upwards of $600,000 in 2020 money). 41
The week Pool sent Simulmatics’ proposal to the Johnson campaign, the first installment of The 480 appeared in the Saturday Evening Post. “There is a benign underworld in American politics,” the excerpt, taken from the novel’s preface, began. “The new underworld is made up of innocent and well-intentioned people who work with slide rules and calculating machines and computers. Most of these people are highly educated, and none that I have met have malignant political designs on the American public. They may, however, radically reconstruct the American political system.” 42 A week and a half later, the Johnson campaign turned down Simulmatics’ proposal. 43
When Simulmatics’ own book came out, that August, the MIT Press included a disclaimer of its own. “The research that the Simulmatics Corp. did for the Kennedy campaign in 1960 has become the subject of many controversial articles and even of a sensationalized novel,” that disclaimer read. “Here at last is the complete and accurate report of what a computer simulation actually showed and how it was used in the campaign. . . . No one who reads this book can come away with lurid pictures of a political underworld, as some have portrayed it.” 44 The problem was, of course, that hardly anyone read Simulmatics’ own book. Instead, they read Burdick’s. By July, days before the Republican National Convention, The 480 was No. 10 on the New York Times bestseller list. 45
“Simulations Enterprises,” says one character in The 480, “is a dreadful name.” But Simulations Enterprises’ top behavioral scientist, Dr. Devlin, is a beautiful, alluring woman who makes even a mainframe seem sexy, in her cold, dark, creepy way.
“This is the IBM seven-oh-nine-four Computer,” Dr. Devlin said. “Isn’t it beautiful?” She moved her hand to indicate six gray boxes, each about the size of an upright coffin. 46
By the time The 480’s fictional Republican convention is about to open, the Goldfinger-like Devlin and the simulations she runs on her IBM 7094 have all but assured John Thatch the nomination. This alarms the backers of Dr. Bryant Clark (a university president who was a conscientious objector during the Second World War and who appears to have been modeled on Burdick’s friend and boss, University of California president Clark Kerr). Given that the Republican candidate will face not Kennedy but Johnson, Clark’s backers decide to contest Thatch’s nomination. They put Clark’s name forward and threaten to leak to the press that Thatch’s campaign has been driven by Simulations Enterprises.
“You go ahead and do that,” dares Curver. “You’ll walk right into a buzz saw. For every canned story on Thatch the Computerized Candidate there will be five on Clark as the conscientious objector who fell into clover while the rest of the boys were over there getting shot up.” 47
And so it goes, ruthlessly, down to the Republican convention, held in San Francisco’s Cow Palace, a twelve-thousand-seat arena where the real-life 1964 Republican convention was to be held, too. At the novel’s climax, Clark’s campaign threatens to leak to the press that during the Second World War, Thatch’s Filipina wife had prostituted herself to a Japanese prison guard to save her life. Distraught, Thatch’s wife goes to the Golden Gate Bridge to kill herself, only to be saved, at the last minute, by Dr. Devlin, who, in the end, cares more about doing the right thing than about winning an election. Love beats hate, man beats machine.
On the eve of the real Republican National Convention in the actual Cow Palace, the last installment of The 480 appeared in the Saturday Evening Post, and copies rested on the desks of politicians all over the country. The publisher’s press release, playing on Orwell’s 1984, dubbed it “a novel of 1964.” 48 McGraw-Hill sent a copy of the book to every governor of every state and to every member of the Senate, with a publishing-industry pitch letter from the editor in chief, calling it “one of the most important books we have ever published.” 49
Burdick had asked McGraw-Hill to try to place the novel in the hands of television reporters and anchors, too. He had also specifically requested that copies be sent, courtesy of the author, to key Kennedy people, including Pierre Salinger and Arthur Schlesinger. 50 (Burdick and Schlesinger were longtime correspondents, readers of each other’s work, and admirers of each other’s productivity. “It is depressing to have my backlog of Schlesinger increase rather than decrease,” Burdick had once written Schlesinger, congratulating him on another book. “Either my literary metabolic rate must speed up or yours must slow down.”) 51
The reviews took Burdick’s book in stride, after The Ugly American and Fail-Safe, as the latest in his trilogy of nightmares, and the likeliest to end up as a blockbuster film. The New York Times, whose review of The 480 ran alongside a half-page ad for the book, deemed it “a whale of a story,” even while pointing out that it wasn’t very well written. The book, the Times’ critic said, raised the inevitable scenario: “Supposing a vicious demagogue used such techniques. Suppose scholarly types in love with their own cleverness arranged false crises and paid people to act them out, each episode designed to make their hero seem more heroic? The possibilities are endless.” 52 Other reviewers struggled with these same questions. “Could it happen? Who knows? Maybe it happened in 1960,” wrote a reviewer for the Chicago Tribune, but either way, he concluded, Burdick had “made simulation as real as a toothache.” 53
Pool carefully clipped reviews of The 480 from newspapers, and even from the American Behavioral Scientist, a scholarly journal edited by his old Stanford friend Al de Grazia. Burdick, said de Grazia’s reviewer (likely Pool himself), had founded a new genre: behavioral science fiction. The review concluded, “To get angry over having Professor Burdick’s new novel foisted on us is futile.” 54 That might have been balm to Pool’s wounds, but he was less pleased by two stories he marked up with pencil and tucked together into a folder, both from the Times: the laudatory review of The 480 and a review by investigative reporter Ben Bagdikian of a new book called The Invisible Government, about the CIA, a book whose claims included the assertion that “the Center for International Studies at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology is, in fact, a C.I.A. operation.” Noted Bagdikian, “This could be true.” 55
But Pool also added to that folder one last essay, a full-bore attack on Eugene Burdick, also from the Times, and written by Sidney Hyman, a University of Chicago professor who had been a speechwriter for Kennedy. Hyman classed The 480 with The Ugly American and Fail-Safe and claimed that all three novels were unpatriotic: The Ugly American had unfairly indicted the American diplomatic corps; Fail-Safe had all but revealed military secrets; and the claims that Burdick made in The 480 about Simulmatics’ work for the Kennedy campaign in 1960 were lies. Hyman said he’d talked to Kennedy’s campaign director, Lawrence O’Brien, and that “if Mr. O’Brien ever heard of the Simulmatics Corporation, it has since passed out of his mind.” 56 (This denial is interesting, but not to be credited. Correspondence between Simulmatics and O’Brien, along with each of the 1960 reports, survive in O’Brien’s papers.)
The 480’s sensationalism made Simulmatics look effective but sinister; the Kennedy campaign’s denials made Simulmatics look ineffective and duplicitous. Irving Kristol, then a forty-four-year-old editor at Basic Books, reviewed Burdick’s book in an essay called “Computer Politics.” “The actual Simulmatics Corporation,” Kristol wrote, “is a struggling little company which, despite the fact that it worked on a few problems for the Kennedy organization in 1960, has since had a difficult time making ends meet.” 57 What was all the fuss about?
The unruly 1964 Republican convention opened in San Francisco’s Cow Palace on July 13. The American party system of the 1950s, in the days of the early voting studies, when few Americans knew the meaning of the words “liberal” and “conservative” and fewer still could tell which party was aligned with which ideology, died in the summer of 1964. Americans began to move to the poles.
College students from all over the country spent that summer, Freedom Summer, trying to register black voters in the Jim Crow South. They also protested the rightward movement of the Republican Party. At the Cow Palace, students from the University of California, Berkeley, protested outside the convention hall. They protested in vain. The conservative movement had first raised its banner in 1955, when William F. Buckley Jr. launched National Review and pledged to try to stop history. In 1964, for the first time, conservatives took over a Republican National Convention. They damned moderation, booing Nelson Rockefeller when he called for it from the rostrum. They damned calls for decorum. They mocked the press, attacking it for liberal bias. “You know, these nighttime news shows sound to me like they’re being broadcast from Moscow,” said one delegate, riding in an elevator with Chet Huntley and David Brinkley, the anchors of NBC Nightly News. They applauded calls for halting the civil rights revolution: more than seven in ten of the GOP delegates voted against a platform plank that would have affirmed the constitutionality of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. The party of Lincoln, the Great Emancipator, had become a different party altogether.
Richard Nixon, defeated in the California governor’s race two years before, delivered the speech nominating Barry Goldwater. Nixon, a political survivor, gritted his teeth and endorsed the Arizona senator. “Mr. Conservative,” Nixon said, “is the man who . . . after the greatest campaign in history, will be Mr. President.” On July 15, on the first ballot, Goldwater handily defeated Rockefeller, as the Republican Party took a hard turn to the right. The people Rockefeller had run against as the Right’s “lunatic fringe” had won. On the day Goldwater was to accept the nomination, he was cornered by a reporter who asked him whether Democrats would use his vote against the Civil Rights Act against Republicans in the upcoming campaign. “After Lyndon Johnson—the biggest faker in the United States?” Goldwater asked. “He opposed civil rights until this year. Let them make an issue of it. He’s the phoniest individual who ever came around.” 58 In his acceptance speech, Goldwater denounced moderation. “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice,” he said, and “moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue.”
Goldwater had staked much of his campaign on Johnson’s unwillingness to commit more fully to the war in Vietnam. Johnson had remained uncertain about what to do and wanted to wait until after the election. The North Vietnamese had been making steady gains. The government in Saigon had been riven by infighting and corruption and worse. The defeat of South Vietnam appeared imminent. “Have we got anybody that’s got a military mind that can give us some military plans for winning that war?” he asked McNamara. “We need somebody over there that can get us better plans than what we’ve got because what we’ve got is what we’ve had since fifty-four.” 59 His old friends, men outside the White House, advised him to pull out of Vietnam. “We should get out,” Richard Russell of Georgia, chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee had told him in December 1963. In May 1964, after listening to McNamara testify before his committee, Russell warned Johnson, “I’m not too sure he understands the history and background of those people out there as fully as he should.” Get out, Russell said. Bombing North Vietnam won’t work: “You ain’t gonna stop these people.” 60 Johnson ignored him.
McNamara laid plans for escalating American involvement after the election, but in the meanwhile, Johnson wanted to find an excuse to flex American muscle in Vietnam. That chance came in early August. On August 2, in a brief summer lull between the Republican convention and the Democratic one, North Vietnamese torpedo boats attacked the USS Maddox, a navy destroyer in the Gulf of Tonkin off the coast of Vietnam. The United States elected not to respond, until a second attack on August 4. It is almost certain that this second attack never took place.
“I personally would recommend to you, after a second attempt on our ships, that we do retaliate,” McNamara told the president.
George Ball, undersecretary of state, remained one of the only dissenters, objecting, passionately, again and again, to American engagement in Vietnam. “Once on the tiger’s back,” he said, “we cannot be sure of picking the place to dismount.” 61 Johnson ignored him.
Instead, Johnson took McNamara’s advice and asked Congress to pass a resolution authorizing the use of force. He stopped short of asking for a declaration of war. But the United States engaged in one, all the same. For the first time, Johnson sent American forces to bomb North Vietnam. The first American fighter pilot captured by the North Vietnamese, twenty-six-year-old Everett Alvarez Jr., was shot down on August 5. He would spend more than eight years as a prisoner of war. Two days later, Congress passed the Tonkin Gulf Resolution.
By August 24, when the gavel fell, convening the Democratic National Convention, the United States had entered a wider war, with or without a declaration. The 480 had climbed to No. 7 on the New York Times bestseller list. The Democrats met in Atlantic City; if the power of the Republican Party had moved to the west, and especially to California, Democrats hoped to hold on to voters in the South. But the party has also failed to meet the challenge of racial equality among its own delegations. Most delegations from southern states, states where blacks were effectively unable to vote, were all white. In protest, black Mississippians, led by civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer, had formed the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, to challenge that state’s all-white delegation. Hamer, born to sharecroppers, had been an organizer for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee since 1962, fighting for the right to vote. She had a wide face and the voice of a preacher and she wore a floral dress. Her body bore the scars of segregation, and the war wounds of the fight for civil rights. She’d grown up picking cotton. She’d suffered from polio. She’d undergone forced sterilization. Fannie Lou Hamer’s call before the Credentials Committee for the sixty-eight delegates of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party to be seated in place of Mississippi’s all-white delegation proved the most stirring and important speech of the convention. Lyndon Johnson, hoping to keep her speech off television, delivered a press conference while she spoke, but the networks broadcast her speech later that day.
Fannie Lou Hamer told the nation that day what she’d endured, trying to register to vote. She’d lost her job; she’d lost her home. She’d been arrested. In jail, she’d heard the sounds of other women and men being beaten, tortured. “We’re going to make you wish you was dead,” a Mississippi state patrolman told her. She’d been forced onto a bunk bed and beaten by two men, for hours, till both were exhausted from exertion. 62 “All of this is on account if we want to register, to become first-class citizens,” said Hamer, her voice rising. “And if the Freedom Democratic Party is not seated now,” she said, “I question America. Is this America, the land of the free and the home of the brave, where we have to sleep with our telephones off of the hooks because our lives be threatened daily, because we want to live as decent human beings, in America?” 63
The Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party was not seated, and more and more Americans began to question America. But the party pledged never again to seat a delegation elected by a whites-only vote. On August 27, the last day of the convention, Robert F. Kennedy took the stage to honor the memory of his brother and received a twenty-two-minute ovation. Near tears, he quoted from Romeo and Juliet: “When he shall die, take him and cut him out into the stars, and he shall make the face of heaven so fine that all the world will be in love with night and pay no worship to the garish sun.” John F. Kennedy had been in life a political realist; in death he became an idealist.
In the streaked shadow of a shattered Camelot, Lyndon Johnson accepted his party’s nomination, with Minnesotan Hubert Humphrey as his running mate, having defeated a behind-the-scenes campaign to put Robert Kennedy on the bottom half of the ticket. With a giant banner of the dead president behind him, Johnson claimed the succession. “Let us here tonight, each of us, all of us, rededicate ourselves to keeping burning the golden torch of promise which John Fitzgerald Kennedy set aflame,” he said, in his tight, clipped voice. 64 And he would hold that torch. But it would set the nation aflame.
Days later, students returned to the University of Berkeley for the start of the fall semester. Many of them had been engaged in political struggle over the summer, registering voters in the Jim Crow South, protesting outside the Republican National Convention in San Francisco. On arriving back on campus, they were told that they could no longer distribute political pamphlets on a twenty-five-foot brick walkway where students had always done their politicking, beneath the campus’s Sather Gate, near the corner of Bancroft Way and Telegraph Avenue. The university’s trustees had ordered the ban, under pressure from California conservatives who’d been outraged by the student protests outside the GOP convention. 65
Unsurprisingly, the attempt to suppress the students backfired. Students read the ban as an attack on the civil rights movement. They began protesting, in the name of the civil rights movement, in the name of free speech, and in opposition to what they believed higher education in the United States had become: a factory that treated students like bits of data, to be fed into a computer and spat out. On September 21, seven hundred students staged a sit-in at Berkeley’s Sproul Hall. Graduate students joined the movement, too, drawing nearly their greatest numbers from Eugene Burdick’s own department, Political Science. 66 “Dear Mom,” wrote one freshman, in a letter home, from the Sproul Hall sit-in, “what started as a demand for free speech and advocacy has changed to include the whole meaning of education. There is anger at being only an IBM card, anger at the bureaucracy, at the money going to technology.” 67 They were campaigning against a lot of things, and those things included the automation of education. They carried signs that read, “we students aren’t i.b.m. cards—don’t program our minds.” 68
University president Clark Kerr hadn’t ordered the ban on politicking at Sather Gate, but he hadn’t been willing to override it, either. He quickly became the focus of the students’ grievances. Kerr, an economist much admired for his fortitude in the 1950s in the face of McCarthyism, had recently given a series of notable public addresses in which he’d described the modern research university as a corporation, part of the “knowledge industry,” a place where not education but “the production, distribution, and consumption of knowledge” happened, for the sake of economic growth. 69 From the students’ vantage, Kerr had aligned the University of California with the military-industrial complex warned of by Eisenhower. He had elevated engineering and computers above art and poetry. He had abandoned long-held intellectual principles, as well as principles of university and civic life: academic freedom, the freedom of expression, the vitality of dissent, the importance of individuals and of the humanities. As a sign of their rejection of everything Kerr stood for, the protesters wore around their necks IBM punch cards—the cards with which they were required to register for classes—punched out to read “free speech.” They carried signs that read, “i am a uc student. please do not bend, fold, spindle, or mutilate me.” And when Mario Savio, a senior philosophy major who’d spent the summer registering voters in Mississippi, climbed on top of a police car in Sproul Plaza, where thousands had gathered, he cried out to a crowd aching to hear an indictment of the age of the machine, his voice rasping with exhaustion: “There is a time when the operation of the machine becomes so odious, makes you so sick at heart that you can’t take part; you can’t even tacitly take part, and you’ve got to put your bodies upon the gears and upon the wheels, upon the levers, upon all the apparatus and you’ve got to make it stop.” 70 Make it stop.
Kerr, a decent, moral man, struggled over how to respond. In November, police arrested eight hundred students in a single day. That month, Lyndon Johnson defeated Barry Goldwater in a rout: he won forty-four states and more than 60 percent of the popular vote. The nation’s conservative insurgency had been, seemingly, crushed. This defeat did not quiet the unrest at Berkeley. “At Cal, you’re little more than an IBM card,” Savio told a reporter. 71 In December, Kerr tried to quiet the protests by holding a meeting in the campus’s Greek Theatre, with little success. When Kerr finished his address, Savio climbed onto the stage, but as he approached the microphone, he was dragged away by three campus policemen. 72 Meanwhile, a sea of students bearing witness to the stifling of Mario Savio waved signs that mocked IBM’s motto: “think.” 73
Eugene Burdick wasn’t much on campus that fall; he was out promoting The 480. He wasn’t especially sympathetic with the Free Speech Movement and what went along with it, mayhem he called “the FSM ruckus.” 74 He sided with Kerr. Like many midcentury white liberals, he agreed with the students’ demands. He also shared their rage at the machine. But he was distressed by the nature of their protests. 75 Privately, he and his closest colleagues regretted “the tactics of the ultra left.” 76
Publicly, Burdick didn’t say much about the protests. His book tour must have been exhausting. He likely went to both the Republican and the Democratic conventions, even though he was unwell, suffering from gout, diabetes, and a worsening heart condition. He’d long since all but stopped teaching. In January 1965, he requested a medical leave of absence. 77 He was back in Berkeley for the spring semester, but not offering any classes. Mainly, he was trying to rest.
By early 1965, Johnson, who’d never sought U.S. involvement in Vietnam, had decided to commit, fiercely, furiously. Rejecting warnings from Democrats in the Senate, and from Humphrey, he proceeded with a strategy of escalation. 78 “I am not going to be the President who saw Southeast Asia go the way China went,” he’d resolved earlier. In March 1965, the United States began bombing North Vietnam, in Operation Rolling Thunder. The first U.S. ground troops landed, in Da Nang. In April, Johnson raised the number of U.S. troops in Vietnam to sixty thousand and, for the first time, committed to ground forces. He hid the escalation from the American people. He lied. The bombs rained down from planes. The boots of marines hit the ground. Their bodies dropped in the fields. They came home in steel coffins. And for what? In a top secret memo drafted by McNamara’s assistant secretary of defense on March 24, 1965, the causes for the United States fighting a war in Vietnam were broken down, by the numbers: 10 percent to help the people of South Vietnam “enjoy a better, freer way of life”; 20 percent to keep South Vietnam from the Chinese; and 70 percent “to avoid a humiliating U.S. defeat.” 79 Johnson wanted an end to the war, but the war had only begun. The United States would be mired in Vietnam for ten more years.
And already, already, knowing so little about what was actually happening, much of the American public had had enough. In particular, many faculty and students at American universities, conscripted for so long in this cause, had had enough. Two weeks after Marines landed in Da Nang, at the University of Michigan, where undergraduates from the left had formed the Students for a Democratic Society, faculty members held what they called a “teach-in,” the first of the war, meeting in lecture halls with more than three hundred students, to explain and reckon with and talk through what was going on, so far away, in their name. The civil rights movement was driven by sit-ins, at lunch counters and diners and on buses. The antiwar movement would be driven by teach-ins. They spread across the country. Students for a Democratic Society called for a march on Washington. Twenty-three thousand people flooded the National Mall, standing between the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial, where, less than two years before, Martin Luther King Jr. had made that land sacred, speaking about a dream.
Beginning with the lunch-counter sit-ins in Greensboro in 1960, students had become, for the first time in American history, the leaders of national political movements, movements that reached from campus to campus, from the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to the Free Speech Movement to the SDS. But the biggest antiwar gathering of that year was a teach-in held in May at the University of California, Berkeley. Thirty thousand people gathered for thirty-six hours. “If we wish to take a strange country away from strangers,” Norman Mailer told the crowd at Berkeley, “let us at least be strong enough and brave enough to defeat them on the ground.” Mario Savio spoke at the Berkeley teach-in, indicting the war, and so did baby doctor Benjamin Spock. Folksinger Phil Ochs sang “I heard many men lying / I saw many more dying” from his song “I Ain’t Marchin’ Anymore.” Nevertheless, the American military was marching: that summer, Johnson sent fifty thousand more men to Vietnam.
Eugene Burdick had at first agreed to speak at the Berkeley teach-in, one of only two people willing to defend the Johnson administration. At the last minute, he withdrew. 80
Burdick was falling apart. And so was the country. The Ballantine Ale man, with a thirst for that manlier brew, the James Bond of the American academy, had grown wan and weak. His Cold War was nearly over, his brand of liberalism dying.
But for Simulmatics, things were beginning, at last, to look up. The Department of Defense’s Advanced Research Projects Agency had written to the company, requesting a proposal on “using dynamic modeling as a tool in dealing with the problems of counter-insurgency.” 81 Ithiel de Sola Pool set to work. By the summer of 1965, Simulmatics would have an office in Saigon.
Burdick never knew about that operation. “All goes miserably in Berkeley,” he wrote wearily in June. “I talked with a professor from Stanford recently, and asked him what was doing down there. He said, ‘Well, we just get up in the morning and read what is happening in Berkeley.’ ” 82
On July 26, 1965, during an ill-advised tennis match, Eugene Burdick died of a heart attack. He was only forty-six. He left the American scene unaware of what the United States was actually doing in Vietnam, where the Simulmatics Corporation would make more money than it had ever made before, fighting a war the United States would never win.
Robots did the dropping. They had no conscience, and no circuits which would allow them to imagine what was happening to the people on the ground.
—Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five, 1969
Simulmatics Saigon uniform patch, 1966.
Vietnam is the greatest social-science laboratory we have ever had!
—Ithiel de Sola Pool, 1966
Simulmatics in Saigon, 1966. In the front row, Maureen Shea is fourth from the left; Cuc Thu Duong is second from the left. In the back row, Sam Popkin is third from the right.
“Your girl in Saigon made it,” Maureen Shea wrote to her family on August 16, 1966, when she arrived in Vietnam, a land of indigo bays and yellow-green jungles and rice paddies and clay-hardened roads lined with mop-headed banana trees. She was twenty-three and tiny, pint-sized, adorable, in sundresses and scuffed sandals, with a pageboy haircut and a sly smile. After college, she’d moved to New York; she heard about the job from a guy in the apartment next door. She was the only person who interviewed; she got the job. She’d spent a year in Paris during college; she spoke French. Simulmatics did not suggest that she learn Vietnamese. She packed peanut butter. 1
She flew to Vietnam by way of Clark Air Base, in the Philippines, on a military plane headed for Tan Son Nhut, an air base first built in the 1930s by the French, as a landing strip. Even from the sky, Vietnam bore the traces of the Chinese, and the French, and the Japanese, and the French again, and then the Americans, each another failed rule. During the Second World War, the occupying Japanese army had turned the French landing stirp into a transport base. After the war, with Vietnam once again under France’s imperial authority, the French had enlarged it into a military base. In the 1960s, as the United States escalated its fateful involvement in Vietnam, Tan Son Nhut would become one of the busiest airports in the world, the jet engines raging like monsoons. But it was the noise of helicopter rotors, th-WHACK, th-WHACK, th-WHACK, that would become the enduring sound, the haunting roar, of that long war.
Maureen Shea’s plane landed and skidded to a stop. “It was a little hard to put our pretty jet down among all the Air Force bombers and helicopters but we did it,” she wrote in her first letter home. From the airport she was taken by car down an avenue the French called Rue Catinat but the Vietnamese had renamed Tu Do: Freedom Street. She passed bicycles and motorized rickshaws (“God knows what they burn in the motors but it spouts straight black smoke”), Solex motorbikes, Renault taxis, Peugeots and Citroëns, and U.S. Army trucks, all of them stampeding like so many antelopes, gazelles, water buffaloes, wildebeests, zebras, and rhinoceroses across a savannah. “The French were kind enough to leave their fine sense of traffic,” Shea wrote home. “Every street is like the Arc de Triomphe.” 2
Shea spent her first night at the Saigon Palace, on Tu Do Street, “in the good bar section of town,” sharing quarters with a lizard and a rat. 3 The next day, she toured the city. Washington Post war correspondent Ward Just described Saigon that summer as a collage of “Vienna in the 1930’s, London in the 1940’s, and Algiers in the 1950’s.” 4 Shea was young and earnest, but she wasn’t wide-eyed. There were three prices, she noticed, for everything: “Vietnamese, French, and American, ascending in that order.” She ordered in French. 5
She could hear shelling in the distance, thudding like summer thunder. Tanks rumbled through the streets, stirring up clouds of dust. Sandbags barricaded the military buildings of both the US and the GVN, the Government of Vietnam. Everything had an acronym. ARPA (Ar-pah) occupied offices at 4A Ben Bach Dang, on the pier, by the river. The building that housed the Joint United States Public Affairs Office, JUSPAO (Jus-pow) sat at the corner of Le Loi and Nguyen Hue Streets. 6 RAND rented a two-story French villa at 176 Pasteur, defended by a concrete wall ten feet tall and topped with barbed wire. 7 IBM’s headquarters occupied a guarded villa at 115 Minh Mang Alley, across from the Milan Hotel and just off Truong Tan Buu Street; the IBM staff set up a croquet course in a courtyard that flooded during monsoon season, at which point the IBMers called the courtyard Lake Watson. MACV (Mac-vee), the headquarters of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, also known as Pentagon East, started out in a villa on Cong Ly Street but moved to a bigger structure near the airport, maybe to accommodate its suite of IBM computers, run by MACV’s Data Management Agency, which printed more than fourteen hundred pounds of reports per day, carted around like baskets of rice. 8
The Americans’ computers shed their packaging, snakes sloughing off their skin. When the air force replaced its IBM 1410, a successor to the machine the New York Times used on Election Night in 1962, the new system arrived in eighteen enormous wooden crates. Eight days later, the empty crates had disappeared: Vietnamese families, the poorest among the war’s refugees, had carried them off and made them into houses—shanties—their doorways stenciled “IBM” in the company’s trademark blue. 9
By the time Maureen Shea reached Vietnam, much of the Simulmatics team had already arrived. Ithiel de Sola Pool, forty-eight, his hair thinning, had landed in Saigon on June 26. 10 “He’s a charmer,” Shea told her parents after she met him. 11 Pool had been asked to head the Department of Defense’s Behavioral and Social Science Program. But he’d said no, wanting, instead, to work for the Pentagon in Saigon. 12
He’d staked the future of Simulmatics on Vietnam. This seemed, at the start, a good bet. Simulmatics would make more money, its first year in Vietnam, than it had made in any other year in its history. 13 It planned to penetrate Vietnamese minds. It planned to win Vietnamese hearts.
The U.S. war in Vietnam was the first war waged by computer. Computers had been used in the Second World War to target missiles and break codes, but never before had they been used to plan and conduct war. 14 IF/THEN. If x number of troops and y number of tanks, then z number of casualties. If x number of radio broadcasts and y number of pamphlets, then z number of defectors. Run the simulation, again and again and again, an endless loop for an endless war.
This war, this computer war, was Robert McNamara’s war. McNamara would say, about proposed operations, that this one had a 65 percent chance of success and that one a 30 percent chance, as if predictions could be made with this sort of precision. George Ball once teased him, suggesting that maybe the first really had a 64 percent chance, and the second a 29. McNamara was not amused. 15
McNamara looked like a nineteenth-century banker, with slicked-back hair and spectacles and rounded shoulders, and not for nothing did Barry Goldwater call him “an IBM machine with legs.” 16 He aimed to reduce military affairs to a computational science. McNamara, who’d trained at Harvard Business School, had been president of the Ford Motor Company, which he’d run by way of computer-based systems analysis. He’d brought this approach to the Department of Defense. 17 “He wields that computer and those figures like King Arthur wielded Excalibur,” one of Johnson’s assistants said. 18 As if it were magic.
McNamara married his commitment to systems analysis to a theory of what had come to be called “counterinsurgency.” Cold Warriors like McNamara and Pool believed the central problem of the Cold War to be political revolutions in developing nations, which they considered to be insurgencies incited by the Soviets or the Chinese. A campaign of counterinsurgency could be waged militarily, by winning battles and capturing prisoners and defeating guerrillas, and it could be waged by way of behavioral science, or what McNamara liked to call the winning of “hearts and minds.” 19 Pool believed that the best way to deal with insurgency wasn’t to counter it but, instead, to predict and avert it. In 1961, he’d written the Kennedy administration to propose a project on the prediction of insurgency in developing countries, with an eye to the administration’s priority at the time: halting Communist revolution in Latin America. Simulmatics had then undertaken a series of behavioral science experiments, beginning with a contract for a massive counterinsurgency project in Latin America. In 1963, Simulmatics sent three people to Caracas, where they worked at the Centro de Estudios del Desarrollo, an affiliate of the Universidad Central de Venezuela and a longtime collaborator with MIT’s Center for International Studies. They aimed to do nothing less than to simulate the entire economy of Venezuela. 20 The plan was to feed all available economic data about Venezuela into a computer in Cambridge, run the simulation program, and, on its evidence, offer the government of Venezuela a program for economic development that would serve to inoculate Venezuela from the influence of Communist revolutionaries. 21 Politically and diplomatically, the program threatened to be explosive: it rather resembled espionage. “Everybody here is very nervous,” a miserable and homesick Alex Bernstein wrote from Caracas to his wife, back in Brooklyn with their new baby. 22 This was not the sort of work he’d had in mind when he’d programmed an IBM 704 to play chess.
In 1964, following a report produced by a committee led by Pool, the U.S. Army announced the launch of Project Camelot, named in homage to the slain president, the largest behavioral science project in American history, Simulmatics’ Venezuela study writ large. Several people who’d worked for Simulmatics, or soon would, including James Coleman and Al de Grazia, helped design the project, but its proposal cited the work of only a single scholar: Ithiel de Sola Pool. 23 The army explained, “Project Camelot is a study whose objective is to determine the feasibility of developing a general social systems model which would make it possible to predict and influence politically significant aspects of social change in the developing nations of the world.” 24
Project Camelot was to political insurgencies what SAGE was to nuclear attacks: an early warning system. It enlisted behavioral scientists in the work of gathering data and devising computer models that would allow them “to achieve early detection and prevention of the predisposing conditions” for insurgency. 25 Budgeted at $6 million, and targeted initially at Latin America, Project Camelot was expected to grow to $50 million (something like $400 million in 2020 money), enough for the United States to win what the project’s director called not the arms race but “The Minds Race.” 26
Alex Bernstein, who didn’t stay in Venezuela long, had been right to be nervous. Modeling large-scale social systems by way of computer simulation had all sorts of objectives and ambitions, but Project Camelot appeared intended to direct the economic and political development of other countries with the aim of suppressing not only revolution but political expression itself. When word got out about the existence of the project, it set off a political firestorm. Early in 1965, after a Chilean anthropologist told colleagues in Santiago about the project, the Chilean Senate denounced it. So did Americans, most notably the Vietnam War critic Senator J. William Fulbright, who pointed out that “implicit in Camelot as in the concept of ‘counterinsurgency’ is an assumption that revolutionary movements are dangerous to the interests of the United States and that the United States must be prepared to assist, if not actually to participate in, measures to repress them.” 27
American academics denounced the project too, condemning, at once, imperialism, computer modeling, and behavioral science undertaken on behalf of the military. Speaking before the American Anthropological Association, anthropologist Marshall Sahlins delivered a speech called “The Established Order: Do Not Fold, Spindle, or Mutilate” (a nod to the anti–punch card motto of the Berkeley Free Speech protest), in which he called the premise of Project Camelot “a snare and a delusion” and warned that “the cold war researcher is potentially a servant of power, placed in a sycophantic relation to the state unbefitting science or citizenship.” 28 Sahlins, in short, took aim at Pool. In July 1965, the Defense Department, unable or unwilling to defend Project Camelot, terminated it.
That didn’t end the uproar. Later that year, Congress held hearings on “Behavioral Science and National Security,” which made clear that while Simulmatics’ counterinsurgency work remained little known outside the defense and intelligence communities, it was well known inside the Pentagon. During the hearings, Seymour Deitchman, special assistant in counterinsurgency at the Department of Defense, fielded questions from Representative Dante Fascell, a Florida Democrat and chair of the committee. Fascell pressed Deitchman on the use of computers for “analysis in the field of behavioral sciences for military purposes.”
DEITCHMAN: The use of computers in behavioral science is something that is very much under study now.
FASCELL: Where?
DEITCHMAN: In the Defense Department.
FASCELL: That is what I was asking about.
DEITCHMAN: Specifically, the use we see right now, which is a fairly obvious one, is the one that you have addressed yourself to.
FASCELL: Which is?
DEITCHMAN: Storage and retrieval of information which already exists in many places, books, papers, and so on. When it comes to analysis, it is not at all clear that you can use computers. We are giving a lot of thought to this.
FASCELL: There is an industrial organization called Simulmatics which might give you some sort of argument.
DEITCHMAN: We are very familiar with that. 29
Project Camelot convinced many behavioral scientists to stop taking money from the Department of Defense. Not Pool. The anxious young man who’d been denied a security clearance because of suspicion that he was a Communist, years before, had long since settled into his convictions: he wore his anti-Communist credentials like so many ribbons and medals. In 1966, a turning point in U.S. involvement in Vietnam, Pool, for all his gentleness of manner, fiercely committed himself both to the cause of counterinsurgency and to the role of behavioral scientists in pursuing that cause. In an angry and overheated essay, “The Necessity for Social Scientists Doing Research for Governments,” Pool insisted that nothing was more noble or wise or more true to both science and citizenship than projects like Camelot.
Describing the social sciences as “the new humanities of the Twentieth Century,” Pool argued that while statesmen in times past had consulted philosophy, literature, and history, statesmen of the Cold War era were instead obligated to consult the behavioral sciences. The “McNamara revolution,” he argued, had “remade American defense policy in accordance with a series of ideas that germinated in the late 1950’s in the RAND corporation.” Given a choice “between policy based on moralisms and policy based on social science,” he was glad to report that the secretary of defense had rejected the humanities and morality in favor of behavioral science and rationality. 30
The more unpopular the war in Vietnam, the deeper Pool’s commitment, and the closer he grew not only to the Pentagon but to the White House. He’d sometimes bring his young son with him when he went to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue; he’d park him in the Oval Office. Adam would sit in Lyndon Johnson’s chair and pretend to be the president. When Pool broke his leg during a Political Science Department baseball game and couldn’t travel to Washington for meetings, National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, on a visit to Cambridge, instead held the meeting in the Pools’ backyard on Irving Street, the street where, two doors over, Adlai Stevenson and John F. Kennedy had visited Arthur Schlesinger’s house, only a few short years before, in another America. 31
Armies win wars by gaining territory and measure progress by the movement of battle lines. In a counterinsurgency operation, the battle isn’t really for territory, which makes progress difficult to measure. In Vietnam, McNamara’s Department of Defense decided to measure military progress by the number of insurgents killed, the counting of the dead, a scheme of quantification that encouraged indiscriminate slaughter, including the massacre of civilians. But McNamara’s Department of Defense struggled to come up with a way to count the proportion of the population inoculated against communism, the number of hearts and minds won. For that, it called on behavioral scientists at places like RAND—and Simulmatics.
Behavioral science devoted to counterinsurgency operations fell under the administration of the Department of Defense’s Advanced Research Projects Agency, specifically under a program known as Project Agile, launched in 1961. With funding from Project Agile, RAND had in 1964 sent a team of researchers to Saigon to interview North Vietnamese and Vietcong prisoners and defectors for a “Motivation and Morale” study that attempted to provide an answer to McNamara’s question “Who are the Viet Cong and what makes them tick?” Early results of the study, known as the M&M, suggested that the Vietcong army was a far more formidable force than anyone in the American military seemed, thus far, to have suspected. 32
The M&M study might have persuaded Johnson to abandon Vietnam. It did not. Instead, Johnson decided to ignore it. George Ball, Johnson’s undersecretary of state, read the M&M study and concluded that the war in Vietnam could not be won. In 1965, Ball wrote a memo for Johnson pointing out that RAND had shown that the government in Saigon was a travesty and that the Vietcong were formidable. “A deep commitment of United States forces in a land war in South Viet-Nam would be a catastrophic error,” Ball wrote. “If ever there was an occasion for a tactical withdrawal, this is it.” He was the very last person in the administration to cite the M&M study in an official document. 33
Still, the M&M study gave McNamara pause. When General William Westmoreland asked for one hundred thousand more troops, McNamara advised Johnson that he faced a choice between negotiating a peace and sending in more troops, and warned him that the chances of victory were no better than one in three. Johnson decided to send in more troops. 34
But the management of more troops required faster computers that needed better simulations. Late in 1964, ARPA had informed Simulmatics of a new initiative, one that would explore the possibility of taking computer simulation to the next level by using dynamic modeling for the purposes of counterinsurgency. Dynamic modeling is more complicated than the kind of work Simulmatics had been doing, computer-program simulation: Simulmatics created a simulated world, an imaginary population, and then ran queries, testing the effects of various changes, one at a time. Dynamic modeling, by contrast, created a simulated world and set it in motion. Johnson had bombed North Vietnam. He’d sent in the marines. He’d sent in army combat troops. And still the United States was losing the war. ARPA wanted computationally minded behavioral scientists to devise a machine that could think through a war that had left the Johnson administration stumped. ARPA explained, “The aim is to let the experimenter see the modeled processes unfold before his eyes, watch the effects of changing the values of variables and parameters, try out alternative model structures in quick succession and, in short, explore the modeled processes freely and think about them creatively with the aid of advanced computing equipment and techniques.” 35 The aim was to devise a real-time war game.
RAND, from its villa in Saigon, launched a new study, a “Factor and Content Analysis” of the situation in Vietnam. Joel Edelman, a young scientist from Columbia who’d been hired into RAND’s Aero-Astronautics Department, was among those people charged with drafting what he later described as “a computer program that would hopefully be able to tell us what the trends were and make some predictions about how we could predict how things were going—how could we assess progress.” RAND researchers gathered all sorts of data, on combat incidents, kill ratios, body counts, voting trends, weather, the phases of the moon, and newspaper reports (these they “found a way to code”). “You name it, we had the data for it,” Edelman said. They threw in even “the Vietnamese version of the kitchen sink.” Then they wrote a program bigger and more complicated than anything RAND had ever attempted, a prediction machine, a Vietnamese People Machine.
Within the brittle logic of FORTRAN, systems analysis proved unable to contemplate the illogic of counting motives, the immeasurability of suffering, and the immorality of war. RAND’s program ran on an IBM 7090; it kept crashing. And the results it spat out, Edelman said, looking back, were precise but not necessarily accurate: “We could tell to the second decimal place from the results what was going on, but we had no idea whether it was true.” He found the whole experience so distressing that, for more than ten years afterward, he refused to use a computer. 36
They counted and they counted. “We’re killing these people at a rate of ten to one,” General Westmoreland told Senator Fritz Hollings, from South Carolina, when Hollings visited Saigon. Westmoreland was making those numbers up, but to Hollings, even if those numbers were right, they were still wrong. “The American people don’t care about the ten,” answered Hollings. “They care about the one.” 37 Westmoreland could not hear this, could not fathom this.
“Every quantitative measurement we have shows we are winning the war,” McNamara had declared as early as 1962. American troop withdrawal will begin in 1966, he predicted in 1965. “All the measurements pointed that way.” But McNamara’s numbers meant nothing, reported the Washington Post’s Ward Just, who’d been injured in a grenade blast in Vietnam in 1966 and left the country the next year. Just wrote about McNamara witheringly: “What he wanted was a new math, more likely a new calculus, to measure change and increments of change, to measure progress or the lack of it in a war without front lines.” But there simply was no way to measure what McNamara most wanted to measure, wrote Just, asking, “What is the quantitative measurement of passive resistance?” 38 How long will the North Vietnamese last? When will we win? These questions had no answers.
Vietnam would be the test of McNamara’s policy, and of RAND and Simulmatics’ behavioral science: decision by numbers, knowledge without humanity, the future in figures. It would fail. It would also endure. In the twenty-first century, it would organize daily life, politics, war, commerce. Everything.
Early in 1966, Ithiel de Sola Pool, dashing through the airport in Washington after attending a series of meetings, bumped into the distinguished Columbia University historian Fritz Stern, a Polish-born scholar of the rise of Nazism, and stopped to say hello. When Stern explained that he’d been in the city to protest the war, Pool confessed himself shocked, objecting, “But Vietnam is the greatest social-science laboratory we have ever had!” 39
At Simulmatics, that laboratory had been years in the planning. Seymour Deitchman, who, since 1964, had headed counterinsurgency operations at ARPA, realized that between the controversy over Project Camelot and rising opposition to U.S. involvement in Vietnam on college campuses, few university scholars were any longer willing to accept work from the Department of Defense. That made a company like Simulmatics especially attractive: it offered ARPA the services of some of the nation’s best behavioral scientists without requiring contracting directly with a university. 40
Early on, Bernstein had sent Deitchman a proposal for research on urban insurgency. “In recent years there has been a great deal of research done on counter insurgency in jungle areas,” Bernstein wrote. “Most of the guerrilla actions with which we have recently been faced have, indeed, been in the tropical countryside. We cannot assume, however, that this will always be the case. . . . It is probably only a matter of time before we find ourselves having to fight or support fighting in a place like Saigon or Calcutta or Manila.” He proposed a computational analysis of surveillance photographs taken from the air. ARPA did not fund this project. 41 Instead, in grants awarded over four years and involving millions of dollars, ARPA chiefly contracted with Simulmatics to study the Department of Defense’s psychological warfare operations. In Vietnam, as in the United States, Simulmatics never had its own computer equipment. Instead, the company undertook research and prepared reports designed to help ARPA make better use both of its own computers and of the dynamic modeling programs being written at RAND.
The bulk of Simulmatics’ research consisted of opinion surveys. Simulmatics scientists were supposed to go into the field to conduct interviews and administer questionnaires, recording the interviews on reel-to-reel tape and bringing the tapes back to Saigon, where administrative aides like Maureen Shea would type up transcripts and the research staff would tally the findings. ARPA expected that Simulmatics’ leading scientists would write the reports.
Pool directed the research for the entire operation and intended to spend the summers, when MIT was out of session, in Vietnam. His work began in earnest in the summer of 1966. He left Cambridge on June 16, with his wife, Jean, and eight-year-old Adam; they stopped in Hawaii, for a holiday, to see the dolphins and swim, and then visited Kyoto, to see palaces and temples. Pool then flew to Saigon, while Jean and Adam went on to Hong Kong; Pool visited them there on weekends, or else met them in the Philippines. He chronicled his time in Vietnam in the frequent, loving letters he sent to his family and, more formally, in reports he sent to Ed Greenfield in New York and to Seymour Deitchman in Washington.
Pool, a well-traveled man, did not like Saigon: “It’s hot, it’s harried, it’s drenched, it’s run down and depleted by war.” But he also found the city “moving and exhilarating” because of what he viewed as the great success of the American war effort. “The idealism of the Americans here is impressive indeed,” he wrote. “They work 12 hours a day seven days a week and with remarkable good will to the Vietnamese. Most stunning of all are the many evidences of how little genuine VC support there is.” 42 We are winning, Pool reported. We are winning, he told himself.
Within days of Pool’s arrival in Vietnam, a Simulmatics field team landed in Saigon and began heading out to the countryside to conduct interviews. 43 Or, rather, to oversee the Vietnamese interpreters, mainly college students, who conducted the interviews. “Polling and survey research in Vietnam turn out to be much more feasible than originally thought or than most people think,” the field team reported, that first summer. “As in any country, there are areas of reserve, but people have little hesitation about voicing their criticisms of government or their own desires.” 44
More astute American observers disagreed with this assessment, none more keenly than the young redheaded American reporter Frances FitzGerald. FitzGerald, whose mother had been Adlai Stevenson’s longtime mistress, reported from Vietnam beginning in 1966, when she was twenty-six. (Stevenson had died of a heart attack the year before, while walking down the streets of London with FitzGerald’s mother.) 45 “Young men from RAND and Simulmatics bounded about the countryside in Land Rovers studying ‘upward mobility among village elites’ or ‘the interrelationship of land reform with peasant political motivation,” she wrote in Fire in the Lake, her prizewinning book about the war. FitzGerald found that she was able to get Vietnamese peasants to talk to her because they figured she couldn’t possibly have been a secret agent, partly because she was a woman and partly because she didn’t arrive in a military jeep. The same wasn’t true for the young men from RAND and Simulmatics. “The peasants must have thought, ‘Here’s another American, who’s probably CIA.’ If you went around with a military escort, it was just hopeless. People just shut down.” 46 FitzGerald found the young men from RAND and Simulmatics naïve, self-important, and bumbling, and their research useless. She mocked their ridiculous predictions: “ ‘Of course,’ they would say with a slight swagger as they emptied the clips from the Swedish K submachine guns, ‘if the GVN realized the RF-PF potential, the lower-level Viet Cong village hierarchies would disappear in a matter of weeks.’ ” 47
Not all the young men from RAND and Simulmatics were so cocky. Sam Popkin, one of Pool’s most promising students, went to Saigon in 1966. He looked to a lot of people like a big, nervous kid, something he had in common with most of the soldiers and sailors and marines who went to Vietnam. He knew that Pool’s military work was controversial. But he admired Pool’s sense of fairness, his intellectual curiosity, and his sense of humor. Once, when a leftist member of the faculty came up for promotion and some of Pool’s colleagues complained that he was too radical, Pool said, “Look, he just wrote the Communist Manifesto. We’re only voting to make him an assistant professor. If he writes Das Kapital, we’ll give him tenure.” 48
Popkin also thought, before he got to Vietnam, that all the Americans he’d meet there would be dedicated to helping the South Vietnamese in their struggle to remain independent from the North. His brother, a student at the University of Wisconsin, ended up in prison over his opposition to the war. Popkin didn’t believe in the war, either. For him, researching in Vietnam was a way to avoid fighting in Vietnam. He’d finished college; he hadn’t started graduate school, which meant that he could be drafted. By going to Vietnam as an employee of Simulmatics, he got a deferment from the Pentagon. He thought that Simulmatics’ research would help persuade the Johnson administration to change course and stop dropping bombs. 49
“No one who has been here more than one month and has been at all involved with the Vietnamese has an easy answer to any question,” Popkin wrote home from Saigon not long after he arrived. In the middle of the city one day, he spent an afternoon watching Batman, the campy mid-sixties television show, dubbed into Vietnamese, on a twenty-one-inch television set inside a miniature pagoda, with a delighted crowd. He wrote home, “I set a new personal one day record for ‘most hearts and minds captured by unarmed american not dispensing money.’ ” 50
In Saigon, Popkin heard a lot about Daniel Ellsberg, a longtime RAND analyst and former marine who was working for Edward Lansdale. (Lansdale, a CIA officer who had run a psychological warfare operation from 1954 to 1957, and who wrongly believed himself to be the inspiration for the American in Graham Greene’s 1955 novel, The Quiet American, was undeniably the inspiration for Edwin Hillandale, the hero of Eugene Burdick’s 1958 novel, The Ugly American. “Every person and every nation has a key which will open their hearts,” says Burdick’s Hillandale.) 51 Ellsberg had briefly visited Vietnam in 1961, finished a PhD in economics at Harvard the following year, and in 1964 joined the Defense Department as a Vietnam analyst, a dedicated Cold Warrior. 52 In 1966, thirty-four, Ellsberg was known to head out to the countryside on patrol, carrying a gun and grenades, searching for the thrill of combat, sometimes on LSD. “Stop playing soldier,” Lansdale warned him. “If you weren’t careful around the heart of darkness,” Popkin later said, it could change you. “It was easy to turn into an Ellsberg.” 53
Popkin didn’t turn into an Ellsberg. Popkin was just plain scared: sweet, bewildered, anxious, and shaken. He and his five Vietnamese interpreters were once in a village when it was shelled by the South Vietnamese. The shells killed the district chief’s wife and wounded his two children; Popkin managed to get them out by medevac. 54 He had very quickly come to see: something had gone very wrong in Vietnam.
Cuc Thu Duong began working as an interpreter for Simulmatics in 1966. “Miss Cuc,” her American colleauges called her. Pool described her as “our best interviewer.” 55 She was twenty-six and slight and wore her hair in a chin-length wave. She was a Buddhist. She was engaged to a Harvard-trained former adviser of Prime Minister Diem named Sieu The Luong. They had to wait to get married because she was still in mourning; her father had died not long before she began working for Simulmatics. Her father had been a revolutionary, opposed to the French. But he’d also opposed the Communists. Cuc had followed his lead. “I thought I too was working for peace,” she said, “and peace not with Communists.” People she knew in Saigon hated her, despised her, for working for the Americans. Cuc hated the Communists. She thought the Americans could help defeat them. But she came to conclude: Simulmatics wasn’t helping. 56
Pool had ordered a Basic Vietnamese Language Program, made available by the army—sixty audiocassettes—but there is little evidence that any of the Americans who worked for Simulmatics spoke more than a few words of Vietnamese. 57 (Pool’s misrepresentations on this score would later lead to an investigation by ARPA. Pool had claimed, for instance, that one American researcher had been an exchange student at the University of Saigon for three years when, in fact, she had studied there for less than a year and, in a restaurant, proved unable to order in Vietnamese.) 58 Instead, Simulmatics hired Vietnamese translators and interpreters, like Cuc Thu Duong.
Simulmatics staffers, both Vietnamese and American, wore a uniform, the blue of a Cub Scout uniform, with a badge on the shoulder, a sunflower-yellow oval embroidered with a depiction of the reels of a tape recorder, a Vietnamese rice hat, and the words simulmatics saigon. 59 With their uniforms, the likeness between the American and Vietnamese members of the Simulmatics staff ended.
Neither Cuc Thu Duong nor any of the Vietnamese interpreters employed by Simulmatics were consulted about the research, or even given any explanation of it. Cuc found this maddening. When interview teams went out into the field—to villages and hamlets—the scientists, in their quasi-military blue shirts, arrived by military helicopter or U.S. Army truck and usually stayed in officers’ quarters. Ward Just said that the Simulmatics scientists gave everyone the impression that they’d woken up in their villa in the morning, put on their blue safari suits, flown to this place or that, interviewed a few people, and intended to get back to Saigon for dinner. 60 The Vietnamese translators stayed in barracks and lived like soldiers. 61
Cuc found the questions she was supposed to ask the villagers inane. “All of us want certain things out of life,” she was supposed to say to her interview subjects, reading from the Simulmatics questionnaire. “When you think about what really matters in your own life, what are your wishes and hopes for the future? In other words, if you imagine your future in the best possible light, what would your life look like then, if you are to be happy?” 62
Most people answered, “We wish for peace.”
“But what does that mean?” Cuc was supposed to ask. “What is peace? Is peace being with us, or is peace being with the Viet Cong?”
They would not say. The only thing they would say was what they thought the interviewers wanted them to say. What else could they say?
Cuc Thu Duong believed it to be useless. Simulmatics researchers landed, they interviewed, they climbed onto a helicopter or scrambled back into an army truck. They were strangers. No one would speak frankly to a stranger. They learned, she thought, absolutely nothing. 63
Little that Simulmatics undertook in Vietnam went smoothly. ARPA’s records on its contracts with Simulmatics contain complaint after complaint, most involving charges of ineptitude laid against the behavioral scientists heading the projects, who were not the behavioral scientists ARPA had been led to believe Simulmatics would provide.
Aside from Pool, none of the scientists who’d founded Simulmatics agreed to go to Vietnam. Instead, Pool and Greenfield rounded up second-rate scientists and nonscientists: oddballs, has-beens, and outcasts. One of Simulmatics’ first Saigon-based projects, a study of the South Vietnamese Regional and Popular Forces, was led by a psychologist from the University of Texas named Philip Worchel. The Regional and Popular Forces, or RF/PF, known as the Ruff Puffs, were bands of militiamen who had joined neither army but instead defended villages and hamlets. Worchel and his team interviewed thirteen hundred Ruff Puffs, their wives, and villagers, over six months, administering psychological tests and conducting interviews, working with translators who were usually Vietnamese college students. Popkin heard rumors that Worchel was a hack who’d been pushed out of his last job. 64 Notwithstanding complaints about the Ruff Puff study, ARPA, even more desperate than Simulmatics on the matter of staffing, named Worchel its director of behavioral science research in Saigon. 65
Another of Simulmatics’ early ARPA studies was conducted by a New York psychoanalyst named Walter Slote, a friend of Ed Greenfield’s. (Naomi Spatz, who met Slote at a party she went to with Greenfield, told me he was mostly famous for sleeping with his patients.) 66 With ARPA funding, Simulmatics paid Slote to fly to Saigon and in July 1966 he began to psychoanalyze four Vietnamese dissidents. “Let me emphasize again, this is not for the military; this is for social research,” Slote told his subjects. Once, when someone else from Simulmatics interrupted an interview, the subject broke it off, telling Slote he was pretty sure that the other guy was from the CIA.
Slote wasn’t a secret agent. He was a Freudian.
Nearly every day in July and early August 1966, Slote conducted sessions with four subjects, whose names were redacted in his reports: a twenty-six-year-old Vietnamese student leader being held against his will in a pagoda outside Saigon (“He seemed to be searching rather actively for a father, both in me and in others”); a captured Vietcong leader imprisoned at the Police Interrogation Center, who told Slote he was being tortured (Slote asked him about his dreams and about sex); a senior Buddhist monk (who was celibate); and a fifty-six-year-old intellectual (a French-educated mathematician turned writer), who had been imprisoned, for years, by Diem.
He questioned them. He gave them Rorschach tests. He administered a modified Thematic Apperception Test. Slote recorded all of his conversations with these subjects. The man identified in Slote’s reports only as a fifty-six-year-old intellectual is known to have been Ho Huu Tuong. Ho Huu Tuong had studied at the University of Marseilles and had first been arrested, by the French, in 1932. Like Ithiel de Sola Pool, Ho had been a Trotskyite in the 1930s. But by the 1950s, he’d abandoned both Trotskyism and Marxism. In prison again in 1957, starving and skeletal, he’d nearly lost his mind. Slote extracted from Ho his entire life story, though he was chiefly interested in Ho’s early childhood and in his dreams. Ho told Slote about a dream he had involving a meeting with Krishna, Buddha, Moses, Confucius, Lao Tze, Jesus, Muhammad, and Marx. “The first to speak was Marx,” Ho said, “in order to recite his accusastions against me” (for abandoning Marxism). Ho then described how, later in the dream, he became a monkey. Slote asked him about being a monkey. “This is a symbol,” Slote said. “What comes to your mind about this monkey?”
Ho Huu Tuong and Slote’s other subjects—men who had been imprisoned and tortured—were, unsurprisingly, evasive. Slote, by contrast, was expansive. He told his subjects he opposed the war.
SLOTE: I don’t think that one country can just import a form of government from another country. It has to be indigenous, true for that country, and perhaps based on the nature of the people. I certainly don’t think we in the US are qualified to decide what is the best form of government for the Vietnamese people. I think that is a decision for the Vietnamese people to make.
DISSIDENT: That is right, and that is the reason why I fight. 67
This, however, is not the reason Slote cited in his analysis of the motivations of Vietnamese dissidents. In his final report, “Observations on Psychodynamic Structures in Vietnamese Personality,” Slote mainly discussed how all four of his subjects “had set up the United States as the all-powerful, all-giving father image—the institutionalized substitute for all they had missed in their childhood.” 68
Vietnamese men, women, and children were dying, starving, being shot, bombed, burned, and napalmed. American soldiers were being shipped home in boxes, coffins, and bags. And the U.S. government was paying an Upper West Side Freudian analyst to explain that the Vietnamese, as a people, had Oedipal issues.
Pool insisted that Slote had done fine work. ARPA proved less enthusiastic. “Not well received,” read one evaluation’s wry understatement. 69 The more formal assessment deemed the Slote report “methodologically deficient in so serious a way” as to be useless, because “selecting four deviant personalities from within a culture and studying them hardly permits constructive generalizations to be made as to what is normal in that culture.” 70 Also, Greenfield had apparently agreed to pay Slote something close to his New York salary of $50,000 a year; working for Simulmatics, Slote took only a 20 percent cut in his professional salary, which meant he made more than almost everyone at ARPA. 71 (Greenfield had likely also been a patient of Slote’s. He saw a series of analysts, including a particularly nutty therapist his children called Dr. Coconuts.) 72 And, as Garry Quinn, Simulmatics’ program manager at ARPA, later wrote Pool, if he’d known the salary Simulmatics had promised Slote, he’d never have agreed to send him to Saigon. 73 “Even I wouldn’t charge that much to work for you,” Quinn told Pool. 74
Slote finished his study just before Maureen Shea, the new typist, arrived, so he carried his research materials back to the States, to be typed up at Simulmatics’ New York offices. The company had moved from a suite of upstairs rooms at 501 Madison Avenue to a warren-like brownstone at 16 East Forty-First Street, a stone’s throw from the New York Public Library. Ann Penner, twenty-four, had been hired there as a typist. (In offices, clever, well-educated, and observant young women like Penner and Shea, unable to pursue other careers, nearly always ended up taking jobs as typists.) Like the rest of the staff at the New York office, Penner was opposed to the war.
Penner took a look at the cards Slote used to administer the Thematic Apperception Test on his four subjects. They were special, Vietnamese versions of the test cards, with the European features on the faces painted over with Asian features. 75 Penner didn’t have the security clearance required to see Slote’s reports, much less type them. Nor did anyone in that office. Meanwhile, at Simulmatics in Saigon, someone from the office leaked Slote’s report to the press—specifically, to the Washington Post’s Ward Just. 76 The one person who could not have leaked the reports was Maureen Shea, who’d only just arrived. Also, Just said, Maureen Shea was a “tomb of secrets.” 77 Walter Slote, apparently, was not.
August 1966, the season of Maureen Shea’s arrival in Saigon, was a hinge time, the end of one kind of war, the beginning of another. Only in the middle of 1966 did the Vietnam War—Americans’ Vietnam War—became what Ward Just called “a serious war.” 78
Before 1966, notwithstanding the teach-ins on scattered college campuses, Americans had expressed little sense of urgency about U.S. involvement in Vietnam. No high-level American official had given up his career to join the military, as Just pointed out, and the war seemed well more than arm’s length away: “Saigon was itself a microcosm of this, with cocktail parties and miniskirts on the one hand and the bombing of billets on the other.” 79 When 1966 began, there were 184,300 U.S. troops in Vietnam and 2,344 had died. Before 1966, 10,000 very young men had been called up by the draft every month. Most of the men who got sent were poor; middle-class kids and college students received educational deferments or got out some other way. All that was about to change. The number of young men called up to the draft, every month, was raised from 10,000 to 30,000. An educational deferment could not spare you after the age of twenty-four. That meant that, for the first time, middle-class white men—boys—were sent to Vietnam. By the end of 1967, there would be 485,600 U.S. troops in Vietnam, and 20,057 would have died. 80 Also, American reporting on the war was getting tougher.
Legendary war correspondent Martha Gellhorn reached Vietnam about the same time as Maureen Shea. The hard-hitting Gellhorn, fifty-seven, had published her first article in the New Republic in 1929, when she was twenty. In Europe, she’d reported on the rise of Adolf Hitler; she’d been among the first American reporters to write about Nazi concentration camps. In the 1940s, she’d been married to Ernest Hemingway. In 1966, she reported on Vietnam for the Ladies’ Home Journal. But there was nothing ladylike about it.
“The Red Cross Amputee Center in Saigon is a corrugated tin shed, crowded to capacity and as comfortable in that heavy, airless heat as an oven,” Gellhorn reported, writing with an uncanny intimacy. There was no nobility in war, for Gellhorn, and no purpose to it, either. It was hideous and brutal and needless and unforgivable. At the Red Cross Amputee Center in Saigon, most of the maimed civilians were waiting for prosthetics because the Red Cross had run out of arms and legs, she explained. Gellhorn asked the men, women, and children how they’d been hurt. She made a list. “Six had been wounded by Viet Cong mines. One had been caught in machine-gun cross fire between Viet Cong and American soldiers, while working in the fields. One, a sad reminder of the endless misery and futility of war, had lost a leg from Japanese bombing in World War II. One, the most completely ruined of them all, with both legs cut off just below the hip, an arm gone, and two fingers lopped from the remaining hand, had been struck down by a hit-and-run U.S. military car.” 81 This war, Gellhorn wanted the readers of Ladies’ Home Journal to know, was awful, pointless, criminal, and unredeemable.
Two weeks after Maureen Shea reached Saigon, Simulmatics equipped her with a gun for her first foray into the countryside with the field team. “I didn’t have the heart to tell them that the only thing I’d ever shoot would be my own hand,” she wrote home. She boarded an eight-seat plane to fly to the southern coastal city of Phan Thiet, where the 101st Airborne was stationed, while the Simulmatics staff conducted interviews with Vietcong defectors nearby. On Shea’s second night in Phan Thiet, an eighteen-year-old soldier from the 101st got drunk and, driving to town, swerved off the road and ran over eight Vietnamese people, killing three children and an old woman and injuring three more people, who, Shea said, weren’t expected to live. If they had survived, they might have ended up at the Red Cross Amputee Center in Saigon—assuming they were lucky, assuming they were very lucky. Shea had, for the first time, glimpsed the war. 82 Minds change in glimpses.
That fall, New York Times correspondent Neil Sheehan confessed that his own view of the war had changed, after long and painful observation. He’d been in Vietnam from 1962 to 1964, when there were 17,000 American servicemen in Vietnam, and he’d returned for one more year in 1965, when that number had risen to more than 300,000. In October 1966, when he looked “at the bombed-out peasant hamlets, the orphans begging and stealing on the streets of Saigon and the women and children with napalm burns lying on the hospital cots,” he wondered “whether the United States or any nation has the right to inflict this suffering and degradation on another people for its own ends.” 83
Maureen Shea wondered, too. She’d grown close to Cuc Thu Duong. “Miss Cuc is great because aside from being a nice, fun person, she is a great yakker and we get all information on the Vietnamese way of life from her,” Shea wrote home. Cuc taught Shea how to sew an ao dai, the traditional Vietnamese woman’s dress; and how to cook Vietnamese food; and what the order of the procession means at a Buddhist funeral. 84 Cuc kept her views about the war to herself.
Shea, unlike Cuc, had been told the nature of at least some of Simulmatics’ research. “Our purpose is to give recommendations for improving the Chieu Hoi program and for increasing the number of defectors,” she wrote her family. “Chieu Hoi means open arms.” 85 The Chieu Hoi program was a psychological warfare operation whose purpose was to convince Vietcong soldiers to defect and to join the South Vietnamese by promising them that they would be welcomed with open arms. It involved old-fashioned propaganda methods, like the air-dropping of leaflets. It also involved campaigns of force and coercion, like bombing, defoliation, and crop spraying, designed to reduce enemy soldiers to a state of starvation and desperation. These same campaigns reduced civilians to a state of starvation and desperation, which only incited and strengthened the North Vietnamese people’s hatred for Americans. Simulmatics interviewed Vietcong defectors living at Chieu Hoi centers as part of a series of projects whose ultimate aim was the construction of a model of the Vietnamese mind. 86
To that end, Simulmatics provided advice to the Department of Defense on the Strategic Hamlet Program. 87 Simulmatics also urged the development of “a Hamlet Data Bank,” a project that the Department of Defense adopted not long afterward, as the Hamlet Evaluation System, a data bank of everything known about every hamlet, updated constantly, updated instantly, a dynamic model. 88
The Strategic Hamlet Program served as only the latest in a series of decades-old “pacification” schemes under which military forces urged and eventually forced South Vietnamese people off their land and into fortified hamlets, to be defended by the joint forces of the United States and the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, or ARVN (Ar-vin). Frances FitzGerald described Strategic Hamlets as having been built on top of the ruins of older hamlets that had been built on top of the ruins of still older hamlets, their mud-walled forts enclosed by fences built by the fathers and grandfathers of the farmers whose families were crowded inside. 89
Simulmatics, meanwhile, had grown so much that it sought more spacious quarters. After Pool left Saigon, he went to Washington to court the favor of the National Security Council, which included Robert Komer, a former Harvard Business School student and longtime CIA analyst, and Walt Rostow, Pool’s longtime friend and MIT colleague, who had replaced McGeorge Bundy as national security adviser. “Dr. Pool went down to Washington to see Komer and Walt Rostow and all at the White House were VERY impressed with the progress report,” Shea wrote home in October. With the work seemingly going well, and likely to secure more funding, Simulmatics engaged Miss Cuc and her mother to look for a villa, a lavish one, to become the new Saigon headquarters. 90 They found a place not far from the American-style Caravelle Hotel. Everyone moved in. Shea took to calling it the La Residence Grise. 91
La Residence Grise became something of a scandal. Simulmatics’ Saigon office was headed by Charles Ramond, a Louisiana-born Madison Avenue advertising man and friend of Ed Greenfield’s who’d provided advice to Simulmatics, early on, when it was selling its services to advertising agencies. Ramond had brought along his wife, Mary, who, like him, had not the least qualification to conduct behavioral science research in wartime for the Department of Defense. The Ramonds were extravagant, and so was the villa, whose acquisition had not exactly been approved by ARPA. “If you could see the hate letters flying across the ocean between Dr. Ramond and Simulmatics you would be set up with one of the finest humor books ever to come out of a typewriter,” Shea wrote home. 92 Also, Ramond wasn’t supposed to have his wife there. Simulmatics, operating under a military contract, was expected to abide by military budgets and military rules, which included a prohibition on family members. That didn’t stop Ramond, or Philip Worchel or yet another Simulmatics scientist, Lee Wiggins, from bringing their wives. (Ramond and Wiggins also put their wives on the Simulmatics payroll.) 93
On November 1, 1966, the South Vietnamese celebrated National Day with a parade marking the third anniversary of the overthrow of Ngo Dinh Diem, who’d been assassinated only three weeks before JFK’s murder. The staff of Simulmatics decided to celebrate National Day as if it were the Fourth of July, by sunbathing and grilling hot dogs. The North Vietnamese celebrated by bombing Saigon. Worchel’s research staff, a new band of young men, had just arrived for a second round of the Ruff Puff study. They “were somewhat aghast to come upon a place where they were washing the blood off the sidewalks,” Shea wrote home. 94 Inside the villa, the Ramonds were serving cocktails. Outside, people were dying in the streets, blasted, dismembered, splattered.
Ed Greenfield landed at Tan Son Nhut in November 1966. He was forty-nine, heavier, his hair longer, his lapels wider and his ties, too. The Simulmatics staff greeted him at the airport with a sign that read: “e. greenfield is a capitalist exploiter of the intellectual proletariat.” Maybe they wanted better pay; maybe this was a joke. No one any longer remembers.
Shea called Greenfield “our great white leader.” The flimflam man, the busy, busy American businessman, the swagger. He appeared to want nothing so much as to get away as quickly as possible.
“Have I had any mail or cables?” he barked, talking fast and even faster. “How long does it take to get to Bangkok? How long does it take to get to Hong Kong? How far is it to Cambodia? Can you get to Singapore?” 95
Most of Greenfield’s friends opposed the war. His wife opposed the war. Greenfield didn’t like the war, either. This wasn’t what he’d founded his company to do. He’d wanted to help liberal Democrats win elections and Ralston Purina sell dog food. He’d wanted to convince smokers to switch cigarette brands. Counterinsurgency? This wasn’t what he wanted to be doing. Capitalist exploiter of the intellectual proletariat? He wanted to get out of there.
Also, he’d begun drinking more, too much, while his lawyers negotiated his divorce. He wanted partial custody of their four children, and he wanted Patty to agree to sell their house on Twenty-Second Street (the house on the beach at Wading River was hers) but she didn’t want to sell, so he’d tormented her by flaunting his life at her. “Party at Ed Greenfield’s house at 22nd Street near 8th Avenue,” Al de Grazia wrote in his diary in 1965. “Naomi Spatz, Ed’s mistress, was there (the Madame is at the Beach).” 96 It was cruel.
In Saigon, Greenfield drank so much that Maureen Shea had to hide the liquor bottles. He blurted out nonsense. He staggered. He slurred his speech. He had plans, he always had plans, this time for a Southeast Asian Simulmatics subsidiary, based in Thailand. He talked and he talked and he talked. He would solve everything! Shea wrote home that he held forth on “the past and future of Simulmatics, and the fact that now that he had come these 10,000 miles he understood all the problems—ho, ho, ho!!!” 97 She was not amused.
Pool flew to Saigon that November, too, for a Simulmatics summit. He didn’t stay at the villa; he stayed with Daniel Ellsberg; they’d been friends then. “He was a very charming guy,” Ellsberg later said about Pool. Still, “I thought of him as the most corrupt social scientist I had ever met, without question.” 98 Greenfield and Pool fought at the summit, fiercely. Shea told her parents only that it was “quite testy,” sparing them all the “gory details.” 99
When Greenfield got back to New York, he kept on trying to bully his wife out of the house on Twenty-Second Street. 100 “Ed came back from Saigon more pliant on the children and more aggressive on selling the house,” Patty wrote to her brother that fall. 101 She found it difficult to fight him. He was exhausting, had always been exhausting.
From Pool and Greenfield’s meeting in Saigon, it became clear that they no longer saw eye to eye. The Simulmatics operation in Saigon was Pool’s baby—his laboratory—not Greenfield’s. But for a great many of its screwups—for the Ramonds and the extravagance, for the surplus wives, for Walter Slote—Pool must have blamed Greenfield. Whatever dream Greenfield had about what Simulmatics could be, how it could help create a better America, it had become as mired in Vietnam as the rest of American liberalism.
Maureen Shea’s tour of duty came to an end not long after it began. She spent Thanksgiving Day 1966 at Daniel Ellsberg’s, with Pool and a half dozen other guests, celebrating one more American holiday very far from home. 102 Whatever the battle between Pool and Greenfield had been, Pool had won. “We are in the process of negotiating a new contract with ARPA which would set up the Simulmatics Field Unit in somewhat the same way that the Rand unit is now structured,” Pool wrote the week after Thanksgiving, full of optimism. 103
Shea was ready to leave. She began sending presents home for Christmas. She hosted a party at the villa for all the Vietnamese people who worked for Simulmatics, the translators, the cooks, the maids, and the drivers, a dinner with American food, having “planned the party for a time when the Ramonds would be away because though we had repeatedly asked them to give such a dinner, they had not done so.” Shea made spaghetti and served cherry pie with vanilla ice cream. 104
On January 14, 1967, five months after she had first arrived in Saigon, Shea began her voyage home, to an angrier America. 105 How long will this war last? When will the United States win? Simulmatics had not been able to answer those questions.
There’s a story told about what happened, that year, at the Pentagon. 106 “There is no computer that can tell the hour and the day of peace,” Johnson had said in 1966. 107 But apparently there was, an enormous computer housed in an enormous room in the basement of the Pentagon—the story appears to have conflated computers in Saigon with computers in Washington—a computer into which McNamara’s men fed punch cards containing every possible fact known about Vietnam. The number of troops, ships, planes, helicopters. The size of the population. A census of water buffaloes, the price of rice, the flammability of thatch. The body count. The kill ratio. The density of the peasant mind. The weight of a human heart. On a Friday in 1967, McNamara’s men fed the last punch cards into the maw of this giant computer. They asked it a question: “When will we win in Vietnam?”
The machine hummed. The machine whirred. Its lights blinked. It hummed and thrummed and blinked and whirred, all weekend. On Monday, McNamara’s men came back. The output tray contained a single punch card. It read, “You won in 1965.”
Liberal academics had no root of a real war with technology land itself, no, in all likelihood, they were the natural managers of that future air-conditioned vault where the last of human life would still exist.
—Norman Mailer, The Armies of the Night, 1968
Thomas Morgan and his daughter at an antiwar march in New York, 1967.
It was raining in New York on the morning of April 15, 1967, a Saturday in springtime, when the first antiwar protesters began gathering at the Sheep Meadow in Central Park. They were students, they were children, they were businessmen and housewives and old people and new people, even newborns, and strangers and friends and veterans and draftees, and amputees. Struggling to light matches in the damp, they burned draft cards, fires hissing in the mist. They came by subway, they spilled out of buses, they arrived on foot. They carried Purple Hearts. They rolled on wheelchairs, they hobbled on crutches, missing limbs. They carried cameras. Some carried newspapers, tucked under arms. They carried flags and banners and signs; they carried purses and snacks and transistor radios and umbrellas and ponchos and flowers, tied in bundles. In their pockets, they carried change. They carried children on their shoulders and babies in their arms and, in their wallets, photographs of the dead, soldiers they’d loved, and lost, sons and fathers and brothers and husbands. They pushed strollers. They did not carry computers.
In 1967, Simulmatics grossed $1 million, about $8 million in 2020 money. Seven out of every ten of those dollars came from the Department of Defense for work in Vietnam. 1 In 1967, the number of combined American, South Vietnamese, Korean, Thai, Australian, and Filipino forces in South Vietnam climbed to 1,300,000, one soldier for every fifteen civilians. 2 The Simulmatics scientists, housed in a villa in Saigon, amounted to a very small band, a handful of men, the littlest platoon. They carried tape recorders. They carried questionnaires. Some carried guns. They held assumptions. They had dodged the draft. They carried pens and notepads marked simulmatics corp. They wanted to help. They were not sure they were helping. They carried doubts.
In 1967, the American antiwar movement became a national campaign of untiring, anguished dissent. The decade had begun with college students staging a sit-in a Greensboro lunch counter, a demonstration that had stirred the conscience of the nation, followed by Freedom Rides, freedom marches, a Freedom Summer, the Free Speech Movement, the March on Washington, Fannie Lou Hamer at the Democratic National Convention. Then, in 1965, the midpoint of the decade, the year of the march to Selma, the teach-ins had begun, scattered discussions of the Vietnam War on college campuses, in lecture halls, in seminar rooms, on football fields. But in 1967, Martin Luther King Jr. broke his silence about the war and talked about what tied the civil rights movement and the peace movement together. “We have been repeatedly faced with the cruel irony of watching Negro and white boys on TV screens as they kill and die together for a nation that has been unable to seat them together in the same schools,” he said. 3 Vietnam had made his dream a nightmare.
On April 15, 1967, while the rain fell, and grew heavier, the hundreds of thousands of people who had gathered in a meadow in Central Park left the park for the streets and began to march down Fifth Avenue and across to the United Nations. A sea of protesters flooded twenty blocks; the first marchers reached the U.N. while the last were still in the park. Thomas Morgan, Simulmatics’ onetime PR man, marched that day with his daughter, Kate. He’d long since left the company, but his friendship with Ed Greenfield had fallen apart over Simulmatics’ work in Vietnam, for Johnson’s war, for McNamara’s war, for an immoral war.
Veterans carried a sign that day that read, vietnam veterans against the war; after April 15, they’d form their own antiwar organization. And Martin Luther King Jr. marched that day, in a long wool coat, buttoned up against the wind. Outside the U.N., he climbed up onto a small stage and began to speak, his words rolling out like a sermon. The cause of civil rights and the cause of peace, he said, have “the same moral roots”: the struggle for the equality of races is a struggle, too, for the equality of nations. STOP THE BOMBING, he cried, and the crowd cried back, STOP THE BOMBING. “The thunder of our voices will be the only sound stronger than the blast of bombs,” he said. 4 They shouted louder, pelted by rain.
Civil rights leaders disavowed King’s involvement in the antiwar movement, arguing that it diluted and diminished the urgency of their cause. King did not relent. “It is my belief that justice is indivisible,” he said. “My concern is for all mankind.” 5 Hundreds of thousands of people marched in San Francisco on April 15, too. And after that day, antiwar organizations all over the country formed a coalition under the banner of the National Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam, led by fifty-one-year-old David Dellinger, a pacifist who’d been a conscientious objector in the Second World War. They would march every fall and every spring, until the war finally came to an end. One day soon, some of them would direct their protest at a new target: the Simulmatics Corporation.
Except for Ithiel de Sola Pool, the behavioral scientists who’d founded Simulmatics in 1959 refused to go to Vietnam, even though Pool kept asking. “With my Simulmatics hat on, I have been looking hard for people, but people who are willing to go to Vietnam,” he wrote Jim Coleman in 1967. “Right now I need, above all, a man, probably a psychologist, who is good on experimental design and tests and measurements, and who is willing to spend most of his time in Vietnam over a period of ten months or a year.” 6 Coleman was not interested. Nor, it seems, was he willing to give Pool names.
“I am still trying to staff the Saigon TV study,” Pool wrote to Bill McPhee, in Colorado. “Are you sure you don’t want to participate in it?” 7 McPhee was sure.
Pool kept promising ARPA that Simulmatics would send the best and the brightest, and then it kept sending something rather less. Searching for someone “to direct the establishment of a psychological warfare center in Vietnam,” he asked the political scientist Al de Grazia if he’d be willing to go to Saigon. Pool and de Grazia had been friends since they were undergraduates and then graduate students together at the University of Chicago. They’d been at Stanford together, too. But after de Grazia was denied tenure at Stanford, he’d become something of an academic exile. He was still teaching, at NYU and Princeton, but he was best known as the most prominent American defender of the psychiatrist Immanuel Velikovsky, who believed that ancient Egypt and other ancient civilizations had been influenced by collisions between the earth and other planets.
Pool, by that point, had grown desperate. A lot of people at ARPA had had it with Simulmatics, for all kinds of administrative mismanagement, including leaks to the press, a near “mutiny” among those employed in Saigon, a failure to submit required reports, and a general lack of appreciation for chain of command. Then there were the security lapses, which, notwithstanding ARPA’s wrist slapping, continued, unabated. 8 Wrote one official at ARPA in December 1966, understating the case, “I am somewhat distressed to find that we are seriously considering additional funding for Simulmatics at this time.” 9
Greenfield approached de Grazia in January 1967, asking him, as de Grazia phrased it, “to set up and direct a paramilitary action research center” in Saigon. Greenfield offered a whole list of perks. De Grazia would be paid handsomely, $30,000 the first year, with a bump-up if he stayed on, plus Simulmatics stock options and bonuses. 10 And still de Grazia hesitated, mainly because every time he met with Greenfield to talk terms, Greenfield got drunk.
“Ed drank constantly for eight hours,” de Grazia wrote in his diary about the night before the two men were to meet with Garry Quinn, Simulmatics’ project manager from ARPA. For all his delusions about Velikovsky, de Grazia could see through Greenfield: “He loves himself in a gargantuan way and forces his environment into his personality. I enjoy him, even like him. He had better watch out, though. His old friends and associates in Simulmatics Corporation are now wary and sour. A couple of errors more and he may find himself with a company but without key clients and associates. This at a time when the Company could begin to run a good profit on a good volume of work.” 11
After hesitating, de Grazia at last decided to accept. “I move toward the day when I shall be winging away to Vietnam,” he wrote in his diary. 12 Some of his seven children all but disowned him over his decision. De Grazia was undaunted. 13 A lot of American families fell apart over Vietnam. “Your sons and your daughters are beyond your command,” Bob Dylan sang. 14 Robert McNamara’s son, Craig, away at prep school, hung a Vietcong flag on the wall of his room and, when he got to college, joined the antiwar movement. 15 Pool’s son Jeremy, in the Harvard class of 1967, and passionately opposed to the war, never really forgave his father for Simulmatics’ involvement in Vietnam. They got through it by never talking about it. When the subject of the war came up, Pool would tell his son, “You don’t know what I know. I’m privy to all kinds of information that you can’t possibly know. So there’s no point in arguing because your opinion is uninformed; we’re not coming from positions of equal knowledge.” 16 Other Simulmatics fathers and sons fought those battles differently. Ed Greenfield’s son, Michael, was fifteen in 1967; they yelled. 17
None of the Simulmatics scientists had sons fighting in Vietnam. Pool’s oldest son, Jonathan, volunteered for the Peace Corps in Turkey. He wrote home to tell his father about the ruins he’d been visiting and that he was considering applying to graduate school. 18 Other people’s sons, many other people’s sons, wrote different letters home: they carried news of terror. “They carried all they could bear, and then some, including a silent awe for the terrible power of the things they carried,” Tim O’Brien would write about American soldiers in Vietnam, in The Things They Carried. 19
“My squad got into a helluva fray, and lost (momentarily) one member. ME!” Second Lieutenant Marion Lee Kempner, a marine platoon leader, wrote home in September 1966. “I am all right. I am all right. I am all right. . . . Please, now, I am all right. . . . P.S. I am all right!!” Kempner recovered from his wounds and went back out to fight. Two months later he was killed in a mine explosion near Tien Phu. 20 His family carried his remains.
In April 1967, as hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers went to the streets to protest the war and Al de Grazia packed his bags for Saigon, a series of reports from Vietnam began to appear in the New York Review of Books. They were written by Mary McCarthy.
McCarthy, fifty-four and four times married, was a prominent essayist well known for her best-selling 1963 novel, The Group, the story of the plight of eight Vassar classmates, often read as a fictional companion to Betty Friedan’s Feminine Mystique, which appeared the same year and came out of Friedan’s research on her Smith classmates.
Reporting from Vietnam, McCarthy blamed the war on behavioral scientists. She didn’t name Simulmatics, but she described its work precisely. Nor did she mention Kim Le, a twenty-four-year-old Vietnamese woman she’d met in Saigon. McCarthy walked with difficulty, using a cane. Kim Le escorted her around Vietnam. Kim Le had worked for Simulmatics.
Born outside Hanoi in 1942, Le was the daughter of a provincial judge. In 1946, her family had moved to the jungle to fight alongside the forces of Ho Chi Minh, against the French. But at the partition in 1954, opposing communism, they fled to the south. Le, selected for an American education program, had gone to the University of Tennessee to study social work, returning to Vietnam after she graduated in 1966. She wanted to help save South Vietnam from the ravages of communism. She worked for Simulmatics for six months. She was not impressed. “You can’t conduct psychological warfare when you don’t know the culture,” she later said. “It was so naïve.” She had meanwhile become a crucial guide for American reporters, including Ward Just and Frances FitzGerald. McCarthy particularly liked her because Le told her she’d read and loved The Group. They spent a great deal of time together. 21
In the New York Review of Books, McCarthy argued that while World War II had carried physical scientists, with their atom bomb, to prominence, the Vietnam War had elevated the less sound and still less scrupulous science of the human mind. Behavioral scientists were more dangerous than physicists, she thought, because “conceivably you can outlaw the Bomb, but what about the Brain?” In the 1950s, she explained, describing projects like Pool’s ComCom, “the behavior of the enemy was studied under university microscopes, with the aid of samples furnished by defectors to the Free World. Practical experiment, however, was not really feasible until the war in Vietnam provided a laboratory for testing the new weapon, an academic B-52.” With this observation, she made use of an explosive metaphor that Simulmatics itself employed, in calling the People Machine “the A-bomb of the social sciences.” 22
Al de Grazia arrived in Saigon on April 19, 1967, as Simulmatics’ new director of Southeast Operations. He’d agreed to “most of the next year and a half in the field.” 23 In truth, he spent mere weeks there. He tried to hire new men. Simulmatics had sent him a list of names. He crossed them out, one by one. “Get cholera shot,” he wrote on a to do list. “Call Bill McPhee.” McPhee was still not interested. 24 Greenfield would call McPhee sometimes, and they would scream at each other.
In Saigon in April, de Grazia began by making arrangements for Simulmatics to move to a new and still more lavish villa, a former hotel with twenty-nine rooms. 25 He worked on proposals for new contracts. (ARPA contracts from the 1966 funding cycle ended on June 30, 1967, and new contracts were to begin July 1, 1967.) And then, at a time when a rising number of Americans had grown outraged by the application of behavioral science to a war many Americans did not support, he proposed building a new facility for Simulmatics, a state-of-the-art paramilitary and psyops center.
ARPA, on reviewing the new proposals, which ran to the tune of half a million dollars, 85 percent of which was overhead, concluded that they looked distressingly similar to Simulmatics’ 1966 proposals, research for which ARPA had already paid but Simulmatics had never completed. “I would imagine most government procurement specialists take a very dim view of buying data twice,” complained Colonel John Patterson, head of ARPA in Saigon. Patterson described ARPA as being placed in the unenviable position of “trying to control, direct and contain the mass of protoplasm called Simulmatics.” Nothing about the organization ever seemed to work, including its staffing: “To all appearances Simulmatics is now composed of nothing but Sandy Koufaxes, all pitchers.” 26
On April 28, 1967, while de Grazia was in Saigon, the Washington Post’s Ward Just stopped by Patterson’s office and left a message: “I’d like to talk with you tomorrow afternoon—story about ARPA & Simulmatics.” 27 De Grazia left Saigon on April 30. 28 That day, the Washington Post ran a splashy story about ARPA by Just, full of leaked information about Simulmatics, including the disclosure of a classified, Simulmatics-recommended plan to drop radios in the Vietnamese countryside “as part of an expanded psychological warfare effort.” He derided the “swarms of analysts” the Pentagon had sent to Saigon, who, he implied, had discovered virtually nothing. 29
Patterson was furious. He blamed Simulmatics’ “avarice for publicity” and said he was pretty sure about the source of the leak: “personable, affable, engaging Dr. Al de Grazia, in his St. Bernard dog like congeniality.” 30 This did not improve Simulmatics’ standing at ARPA. Pool, defensive, insisted that Saigon was “a fish bowl” and that Simulmatics could not possibly be held responsible for Ward Just’s articles. 31 Patterson was unmoved.
By 1967, much of the press had turned from reporting what U.S. government officials said about the war to reporting that U.S. government officials appeared to be lying about the war. 32 Privately, reporters expressed still greater doubts about the American mission. “All of it is madness,” Just wrote to Frances FitzGerald. “We have gone from not knowing anything about the workings of this country, to plunging into every scrap of detail the computers can assemble.” 33
Just had learned of a MACV program, the Hamlet Evaluation System, a system first recommended by Simulmatics the year before. McNamara wanted to know just how successful the Pentagon’s pacification program was: What was the state of the hearts and minds of the peasants confined to “strategic hamlets” (which, by 1967, were referred to by American antiwar protesters as “concentration camps”)? In October 1966, following Simulmatics’ initial field reports, McNamara had charged the CIA with coming up with a plan to measure the situation in some 12,500 strategic hamlets in forty-four provinces. The CIA devised a “matrix” of eighteen indicators under six factors to be written onto a Hamlet Evaluation Worksheet and then entered into punch cards. The program was the brainchild of Robert Komer, who’d been put in charge of the pacification program. “I guess I’m really a manager,” Komer said. “I’m trying to manage a great big subsidiary corporation.” 34
Launched in January 1967, the Hamlet Evaluation System involved some 250 advisers and Vietnamese researchers who gathered data in their districts. Then some 200 analysts at MACV headquarters applied an algorithm to these figures to come up with a score for each hamlet. 35 ARPA contracted with Simulmatics to evaluate the program.
American officials in Vietnam were losing their minds, Just wrote FitzGerald in April 1967, describing four who’d gone mad in just the last month. One military official, asked to report on the latest developments, said, “I was out on the road the other day . . . I was out on the road the other day . . . and . . . I was out on the road . . . and . . . I was out on the road . . .” Wrote Just, “He went on like that for a few minutes, and then man in charge gently cut him short and he sat down quietly and went back to thinking whatever he had been thinking about.” 36
Madness everywhere. Back in New York on May 1, 1967, de Grazia debriefed with Greenfield. “It turned out poorly,” de Grazia wrote in his diary, “for he was somewhat drunk and surly and I lost patience with him, letting myself feel for the first time an open dislike of his boorishness and ways of doing business.” The next night, Pool came down from Cambridge to meet with both men. Greenfield, de Grazia reported, “raised a quite unnecessary row, attempting all the while to enlist me against Pool and resenting my attempts at pacification.” The meeting with Pool turned out poorly, too, Pool and Greenfield fighting over whether New York or Cambridge ought to run Simulmatics’ affairs, as they related to Vietnam. De Grazia concluded, “I doubt that Ed can be trusted in the clutch.” 37
The problem with running Simulmatics’ Vietnam operations out of Cambridge had to do with the students. MIT, long a fairly quiet campus, had lately become a site of dissent. An MIT chapter of Students for a Democratic Society had begun organizing. “You will find quite a heated situation when you get back here,” Pool warned Sam Popkin, who was with his girlfriend in China, where she was doing her doctoral research. “The country is getting more and more polarized about the war in Viet Nam. The SDS and other groups have been attacking this department.” 38
Pool had rented space for Simulmatics off-campus—fairly far from the campus—in a little two-story house at 930 Massachusetts Avenue, halfway between Central and Harvard Squares. Hoping to avert further leaks, security lapses, and other mishaps, Pool asked Seymour Deitchman and Garry Quinn to come up to Cambridge from Washington to meet with everyone on Pool’s team who intended to travel to Vietnam that summer, to make sure they understood all of the protocols. 39 Meanwhile, in early May, Pool sought support at the Pentagon. 40
At the Pentagon, though, McNamara’s private doubts about the war had only grown. On May 19, he wrote a memo to Johnson: “There may be a limit beyond which many Americans and much of the world will not permit the United States to go. The picture of the world’s greatest superpower killing or seriously injuring 1,000 non-combatants a week, while trying to pound a tiny, backward nation into submission on an issue whose merits are hotly disputed, is not a pretty one. It could conceivably produce a costly distortion in the American national consciousness and in the world image of the United States.” 41 In June, McNamara would commission a secret report, a documentary history and analysis of the U.S. involvement in Vietnam going back to the administrations of Truman and Eisenhower, parts of which would be written by Daniel Ellsberg. It would come to be known as the Pentagon Papers.
Flush with new contracts and new recruits, Simulmatics’ Saigon office began the summer of 1967 in full force. “The Simulmatics Field Team has grown to alarming proportions,” Pool reported. 42 “Our ‘villa’ here is now full,” he wrote home in July. “It’s a funny feeling looking over this large 29 room building with some 50 people of all sorts working in it and realizing that I’m somehow in charge. . . . We have 3 cars & drivers, 5 maids & cooks, translators, interviewers.” 43
Nearly the whole field team was new. This kind of turnover was not uncommon. “There was a timeless quality to the American effort,” FitzGerald wrote. “Each year the new young men, so full of vague notions of ‘development,’ so certain of their own capacity to solve ‘problems,’ so anxious to ‘communicate’ with the Vietnamese, eagerly took their places in this old, old war.” These were the young men of Simulmatics. “Only the faces of the young men and the numbers of the hamlets changed year after year,” FitzGerald wrote. 44
The young men carried theories of human behavior. They carried solutions to human problems. The older men carried briefcases. Colonel William Arnold, who replaced Patterson as head of the military’s research efforts in Vietnam, called the Simulmatics’ scientists “Academic Holiday Briefcase Directors.” They’d turn up in Saigon during summer break, or winter break, and maybe even for spring break. They’d spend a few days, then go home, leaving their graduate students to do the work. And “a pool of research assistants without scientists is similar to a pool of typists without writers,” Arnold pointed out. 45
They struck reporters as terribly callow. 46 “The old-timers would scoff at their naïveté,” FitzGerald wrote. 47 They carried illusions. “Ithiel appeared to me like one of those Americans who came thinking that they could get a grasp on Vietnam the way no one else could,” FitzGerald later said. 48
“Just back from Saigon,” Pool would write at the end of his summer in Vietnam in 1967. “Amazing progress in 2½ months.” 49
De Grazia had come back, too, full of loud righteousness and mad schemes. 50 When ARPA notified Simulmatics of yet another security violation, de Grazia told Deitchman to “watch the higher priorities of the struggle and avoid the chicken shit.” 51 His own higher priority had to do with building a new population center in South Vietnam through the capture and forced resettlement of VC (Vietcong) and NVM (North Vietnamese) forces. He wrote a memo to Arnold proposing a new and staggering initiative he called Project Renaissance: “Project ‘Renaissance’ calls for a multi-force, multi-agency operation to evict 3,000 VC-NVM forces from a productive area ‘A’; to ‘rescue’ 20,000 persons in a presently VC-NVM area ‘B,’ depriving enemy forces of resource-bases; to resettle the ‘refugees’ in a prepared new urban-rural model community with agriculture and light industry; and to Chieu Hoi the abandoned VC to come over to their kinfolk in the model community.” 52 Pool endorsed this proposal, noting, “Al de Grazia and I remain deeply intrigued by the possibilities of a preliminary look at where and how whole areas could be secured by the settling of 20,000 to 50,000 people in a strategic location.” 53 De Grazia wrote a press release announcing this plan. “The Americans in Vietnam are about to execute a unique and sweeping maneuver in the near future, inviting the wholesale transfer of people out of the support bases of the Viet Cong,” he imagined himself announcing. “It will be the biggest air carry feat since the Berlin Air Lift.” 54
Pool spent much of his time training Vietnamese students to conduct interviews: “We pretend to be Vietnamese peasants and they ask us questions. We try to give unco-operative answers to see what they will do.” 55 In the work of interviewing, Simulmatics was engaged in a rivalry with RAND, which in 1967 produced Two Analytical Aids for Use with the Rand Interviews. (The interview program had been criticized from within. RAND analyst Anthony Russo, who would go on, with Daniel Ellsberg, to leak the Pentagon Papers, said that “material on torture of prisoners or brutal treatment of civilians” was removed when the interviews were transcribed from tape to type.) 56 Simulmatics had been less systematic than RAND in its work in 1966, work that had been criticized for its shortcomings, and Pool was attempting to introduce more systemizing to Simulmatics’ data gathering and data analysis.
ARPA had complained, yet again, not only that Simulmatics’ lead scientists were not the top scientists they had been promised, but also that these second-rate scientists did not actually conduct any research. Pool set about to right this situation. In the summer of 1967, he went to the Vietnamese countryside, to lead his field team. From the coastal city of My Tho, on the Mekong Delta, he traveled to the rural district Cho Gao, in a convoy of two army trucks. The first truck carried Pool and his six-person team. The second truck carried armed soldiers. The trucks, he wrote home, “drove rapidly honking everyone else aside for the seven miles to Cho Gao.” They drove through banana groves and rice fields, past lookout towers and barbed-wire fences. They took a ferry across a canal to the district headquarters, a fortified compound. He was quite close to combat, as close as he had ever been. 57
Simulmatics conducted a number of studies in the summer of 1967 involving interviews with the same population: 829 villagers in 82 hamlets in 11 provinces. Pool himself did not conduct the interviews; they were conducted by American graduate students and Vietnamese interpreters. “I’ll be sitting in this headquarters for 5 days while the team goes out to 4 hamlets around here to interview,” Pool explained from Cho Gao. 58 “I’m writing this letter sitting in an American prefab trailer kitchen,” he wrote home on another trip to the countryside that summer. “The trailer is the guest house at the headquarters of the 4th Division up here.” 59
The Vietnamese interpreters complained that the Americans, led by Pool, spent their time with officers and soldiers, “telling war stories,” while the Vietnamese had to do all the work, with virtually no knowledge of what they were supposed to be doing, and very little faith in the work. 60 Later, de Grazia would summarily fire all of the increasingly discontented Vietnamese interviewers, claiming that they’d been neglecting their duties, though a later investigation did not support his charges. Aggrieved, they held a “Hate the U.S.” banquet—and then they took their story to the press. 61
ARPA found the conclusions Simulmatics drew from its field research dubious and its methods questionable. The problems began with the questionnaire itself. Written in English, it made little sense in Vietnamese, and the difficulty of conducting the survey was made worse by Simulmatics’ decision not to explain the nature of the study to the Vietnamese interpreters. Also, with more than a hundred questions, it took more than two hours to administer. Sometimes, the respondents just walked away in the middle of the interview. 62
Then there was the matter of research design. One set of questions involved radio-listening habits; it found that 80 percent of the villagers listened to the radio. Only 18 percent of the villagers’ families owned a television set. One part of the interview involved presenting the villagers with a list of thirteen things, including both appliances and livestock, and asking them which of those things they owned and which they wanted. One conclusion: people who owned radios wanted more modern things than people who didn’t own radios. 63 It is also true that in the United States there are more swimming pools in the suburbs than in the city, but whether anyone ought to fund a quantitative research project to come to that conclusion is harder to say.
Pool cared most about the TV study. The idea was to evaluate the effectiveness of television as a tool for counterinsurgency by studying “TV Hamlets,” Vietnamese hamlets where televisions had been installed. 64 ARPA’s Lieutenant J. Stephen Morris, who had a PhD in psychology, worked with Pool on the project and entirely lost faith in him as a scientist. 65 Pool did not appear to know what a null hypothesis is, Morris complained. “He didn’t know why he couldn’t conclude that TV was having no effect if he couldn’t measure it.” 66 Other investigations of Simulmatics’ design and conduct of this research proved equally damning. 67 A military official in Saigon who met in the Simulmatics villa with the Vietnamese interviewers who worked on the study concluded that it “sounded as though someone had taken a book of rules about scientific methodology, then systematically violated each one.” It was as if the study had been “performed so ineptly that it almost had to have been done purposely.” The proposal said the purpose of the study was to “assess what changes in information, attitudes, and behavior result from placing TV sets in Vietnamese villages” but, as this assessment pointed out, this is not a researchable question: “In essence, it would involve studying all things about all Vietnamese.” 68 So far from being a way to study all things about all Vietnamese, Simulmatics’ research appeared to some people at ARPA as a way to study nothing at all.
Simulmatics had one other, pressing assignment: to evaluate McNamara’s Hamlet Evaluation System, the massive bank of computerized data, first suggested by Simulmatics in 1966, that had been compiled, updated, and analyzed, day by day, on 12,500 strategic hamlets in forty-four provinces, and overseen by Robert Komer. The absurdity of this effort had already attracted the attention of the press, beginning with Ward Just’s Post article in April 1967. In the New Republic, William Lederer, the polyglot former intelligence officer who’d written The Ugly American with Eugene Burdick, reported that he’d interviewed many of the personnel working on the program—it took more than 250 people simply to provide the data, and another 100 people to analyze it—and found that only one in a hundred officers who filled out the forms knew even a word of Vietnamese, and that the interpreters understood only a few hundred words of English. The interviews themselves, Lederer thought, were useless, since the subjects told the interviewers only what they wanted to hear. Lederer had watched film footage of Hamlet Evaluation System interviews with a South Vietnamese friend who told him that the Vietnamese interpreters changed the questions the Americans instructed them to ask; the peasants didn’t give answers to the questions the Vietnamese interpreters asked; and the Vietnamese interpreters changed the peasants’ answers when they translated them for the Americans, anyway. Lederer wrote, “It is through similar daisy chains of misinformation—only far worse—that Komer’s computer is operating.” McNamara had seduced the American public into an ill-gotten optimism about the war, playing a “numbers game.” And he’d done the same thing, Lederer charged, with this “computer ruse.” 69
None of the concerns raised by Lederer found a place in Simulmatics’ very well funded, intensively man-powered study of Komer’s computer-run Hamlet Evaluation System. Pool, who drafted Simulmatics’ report, concluded that the Hamlet Evaluation System was working well. ARPA was not pleased, since it had wanted suggestions for improvement. 70 Philip Worchel, at MACV, read the draft and, finding it “poorly designed, improperly analyzed, and superficially written,” recommended that “under no circumstances should this study be distributed.” 71
By August 1967, ARPA had nearly had enough. Simulmatics’ reluctance to tell ARPA anything it didn’t think the Department of Defense wanted to hear piled on top of further complaints about Simulmatics. ARPA considered a proposal to continue the TV study to be padded, its budget stuffed with fluff. It deemed another proposal to be “not the work of responsible researchers.” 72 Al de Grazia had to go. 73 Then there was the matter of the scientists’ salaries. Quinn wrote Pool, “Ithiel, may I say frankly that I regard your own salary as a key peg point?” 74 Someone, Pool complained to Komer, was out to “crucify Simulmatics.” 75
Simulmatics undertook one last, disastrous study in Vietnam. In the summer of 1967, Ithiel de Sola Pool and Al de Grazia headed out to an eighty-room monastery on ten lush acres just outside Saigon, to talk psyops. 76 Ten very old priests cloistered in the monastery raised pigs, rabbits, and guinea pigs and grew bananas, papayas, and rice. They were refugees from North Vietnam. Most of them had been there since 1954, when the Geneva Conference divided the country at the seventeenth parallel, and Catholics had fled to the south. 77
Pool and de Grazia had come to see Nguyen Van Thu, forty-six, a visitor himself, a young priest with slicked-black hair and a grave stare. He worked for Simulmatics.
Nguyen Van Thu was born in a fishing village in Thanh Hoa Province, on the coast of the South China Sea, the son of a fisherman and one of ten children. He’d gone to seminary in North Vietnam during an era of terrible famine. He’d changed his name to Joseph Hoc and been ordained in Rome in 1949, where he’d gone as part of a delegation seeking ways to halt the spread of communism. 78 After his ordination at the Vatican, he’d traveled to the United States, where he studied at Worcester’s College of the Holy Cross, Catholic University, and Stanford, earning a doctorate in sociology in 1953. Most people he met in the United States had never met someone from Vietnam before; when he said Mass, many of his American parishioners—finding him to be so small—mistook him for an altar boy. 79
Hoc’s relatives had been persecuted by the Viet Minh, his entire family imprisoned for possessing a papal blessing Hoc had sent them from Rome. His sister had been starved to death. 80 He expected to return to Vietnam as a missionary—in “search of human souls,” as he put it—despite the growing violence against Catholics; Communists had burned his old seminary. But he remained steadfast in his faith; as he wrote to Dorothy Wayman, his American sponsor (a woman he referred to as “mother”), “If one day, you hear the Communists kill me, you can be proud of your son, mother, shedding his blood for the cause of Christ.” He’d been devastated when he was stopped in Rome, on his way home, and told it was not safe to return. “I lost all hope of getting back,” Hoc wrote Wayman. 81
In December 1954, Communist forces began an assault on Hoc’s home village. “Nothing is more dreadful than to sit here, doing nothing, and be aware of the suffering and death of my dear ones,” he wrote. 82 But by 1965, when he began teaching at Boston College, Hoc was again hopeful that he might at last return to his native country. 83 He finally found passage back to Vietnam in 1967, as a contractor for Simulmatics. The company had hired him to conduct a study called “Testing New Psychological Warfare Weapons in Viet Nam.” On his way from Boston, he’d stopped in Rome, where he’d met for twenty minutes, in a private audience, with the pope, for his blessing. 84
Hoc argued, with cause, that earlier research in Vietnam had failed because of the way Americans conducted their interviews. “Certain standard American styles of public opinion interviewing create the impression among a Vietnamese peasant population of a police interrogation and result in questions that are hard to translate into ordinary colloquial Vietnamese,” he explained. As a Vietnamese scholar, he promised to explore methods of warfare more suited to his people. He proposed to build a “living laboratory,” a network far better than the men who submitted reports to Robert Komer’s computer-run Hamlet Evaluation System, Vietnamese villagers who would test his new psychological warfare weapons.
Acting, essentially, as a spy, Hoc tapped into Vietnamese social networks in six hamlets, two controlled by the government, two by the Vietcong, and two contested. In each of these villages, Hoc found informants (“participant-observers,” he called them), whom he hired to test his psychological warfare weapons. “A psychological warfare instrument such as a letter or a rumor or a prophecy was disseminated in these hamlets,” he reported. “The participant-observers wrote reports on the conversations that they heard concerning the tested instrument.”
Hoc began collecting the first of nineteen thousand field reports in October 1967. 85 He planned six projects. Most of them failed. 86
Hoc proposed something called the Sorcerers Project, he explained, because “Vietnamese villagers believe in prophecy and the power of holy men to foretell the future.” (Not unlike secretaries of defense who vest the same power in IBM machines.) For this project he intended to circulate false magic, the way another sort of psychological warrior might circulate, for instance, fake news. Alas, “the sorcerers did not say what they were supposed to say.”
Another operation, Hoc’s Chain Letter Project, involved giving villagers envelopes containing four copies of a letter and asking them to help get the letters to the Vietcong. Somehow, this never came off. Hoc’s Folksinger Project involved composing new folk songs intended to “inject dislike and hatred of the VC.” But North Vietnamese attacks immobilized all of Hoc’s folksingers. Hoc’s Prophesy Project was actually executed: five thousand copies of a booklet containing “a prophesy that the Viet Cong will be defeated in 1969” were distributed to the villages. Alas, villagers found this prophecy difficult to credit. 87
ARPA, unhappy with Hoc’s work, rejected his report, citing deficiencies in research design and in reporting. Its conclusion: “The project was lacking in methodological rigor.” 88 Also: “The objectivity of certain statements unsupported by data is questioned.” ARPA classified Hoc’s report secret, filed it away, and ordered him to stop distributing it. 89 Pool sympathized, writing to Hoc, “It may be a long time before your work is appreciated.” 90
On October 21, 1967, American antiwar protesters marched not on the White House or the Capitol but on the Pentagon itself, taking the battle to the generals. Tens of thousands of people had come to Washington the night before. They hitchhiked. They hopped on trains. They came in caravans of buses, through the night. They slept in churches, they slept in hostels, they slept on strangers’ couches, they slept on the hard stone steps of the Lincoln Memorial. They carried blankets. In the early morning, they huddled together, against the autumn cold. Helicopters patrolled overhead, as if they were patrolling at Da Nang or over the Mekong Delta. At the Pentagon, U.S. marshals and military police officers spent the night erecting barricades and fences, stacking sandbags, as if the nation were under siege. They wore helmets. They carried rifles. They carried bayonets. They carried tear gas. 91
The march had been planned in May, by the National Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam, the coalition that had organized as a result of the march in New York in April. David Dellinger had asked twenty-nine-year-old Jerry Rubin to plan a march in Washington. Rubin, who’d dropped out of the University of California, Berkeley, in 1964, had organized the teach-in at Berkeley in May 1965, the meeting at which Eugene Burdick had been too unwell to speak. Rubin had also helped found the Youth International Party, or Yippies, with Abbie Hoffman. He believed in the political power of pranks. Rubin had come up with the idea to lead a march to the Pentagon. 92
By midmorning, more than a hundred thousand people had gathered at the Lincoln Memorial. They carried daisies. They carried roses. Organizers had shipped in some two hundred pounds of flowers. 93 The rally began at eleven o’clock in the morning. Peter, Paul and Mary sang wailing, mournful ballads; Phil Ochs sang antiwar anthems. Then came the speeches—from celebrities, mainly. Baby doctor Benjamin Spock and bad boy novelist Norman Mailer, who wrote a book about the protest, called The Armies of the Night. “We consider the war Lyndon Johnson is waging as disastrous in every way,” Spock said. The crowd roared, “Hell no! We won’t go!” Ella Collins, Malcolm X’s sister, rose to the stage and said, “This is the first time I have witnessed white people and black people rocking in the same boat.” At one-thirty, a trumpet sounded, the call for the march to begin to move. About fifty thousand protesters peeled off and began to walk toward the Arlington Memorial Bridge. They crossed the Potomac. By about four o’clock, they’d reached the North Parking Lot, some hundred feet away from the Pentagon.
Rubin’s hope had been to encircle the Pentagon and attempt to “levitate” it, a stunt designed to bring attention to what protesters called “the war machine.” The Beat poet Allen Ginsberg climbed onto a flatbed truck, using it as a makeshift soundstage, and chanted, “Ommmmmm.” But that’s about as close as anyone came to levitating anything. More than two thousand marshals and MPs defended the building, in military formation. Protesters stepped up to armed soldiers and pressed the stems of flowers down the barrels of their guns. An iconic photograph captured one of the demonstrators, a young blond man in a bulky turtleneck sweater, poking a carnation into the muzzle of a rifle. Mailer and Dellinger and dozens more tried to break through the line and were arrested. There were plenty of students among the protesters, but Mailer, in his book about the protest, captured the complicity of the university in the war effort. “Liberal academics had no root of a real war with technology land itself,” he wrote. Instead, he went on, “in all likelihood, they were the natural managers of that future air-conditioned vault where the last of human life would still exist.” 94 The same judgment became the signature position of Noam Chomsky, a frizzle-haired thirty-eight-year-old MIT professor of linguistics, also arrested in D.C.: he’d lately emerged as an intellectual leader of the antiwar movement and would soon take aim at Simulmatics itself. When police began making arrests, more protesters began tearing through the barricades, some even reaching the steps to the Pentagon. By seven o’clock, the crowd, still some twenty thousand strong, had advanced to within thirty yards of the building, where they sat down. More than seven hundred were arrested. 95
Daniel Ellsberg, whose views about the war had begun to change since his return from Vietnam, joined the march from the Lincoln Memorial. He hadn’t wholly committed. From the rally in the parking lot, he later said, he peeled away and went inside the Pentagon, and into McNamara’s office, “to get a better view.” He and McNamara watched the protest out McNamara’s window, not saying a word. 96
Five days later, on October 26, thirty-year-old navy pilot John McCain, flying on a bombing mission, was shot down over Hanoi. He would spend five and a half years as a prisoner of war.
In early November, McNamara submitted a memo to Johnson, urging him to stop the bombing in the North, freeze troop levels, withdraw from Vietnam, and get out of the war. Johnson refused. By the end of the month, McNamara had submitted his resignation.
The Johnson administration undertook a massive publicity campaign, trying to fortify public support for the war. “Do not be disturbed at news reports about USA,” Father Hoc’s American sponsor wrote to him in Saigon. “It is only perhaps 10% of our people who are so cowardly or misled by foreign propaganda to speak against our men trying to help Viet Nam.” 97 On November 3, Ed Greenfield, reporting to Simulmatics’ investors, said, “We are now considered one of the ‘best contractors’ in Viet Nam.” 98 Ithiel de Sola Pool continued to profess optimism about the war, a view not widely shared among his colleagues at MIT. Despite the classified nature of the research Simulmatics was undertaking in Vietnam, Pool wrote up detailed notes after his visits to Vietnam and distributed them to friends and colleagues, dutifully advancing Johnson’s public relations campaign: the war was going very, very well. 99
At the end of November, Greenfield and Pool went to the Pentagon to meet with ARPA’s Seymour Deitchman, who had just returned from a trip to Saigon. There’d been no end of complaints about Simulmatics, allegations of negligence, malfeasance, and even fraud. One internal report chronicled, project by project, “monumental mismanagement and misrepresentation.” 100 Al de Grazia’s firing of the Vietnamese interpreters, which had threatened to blow up into a public scandal, had been the last straw. 101 “Let the record speak for itself,” a final assessment concluded. “Simulmatics reflects discredit not only upon itself as an organization—it appears more a sham—but upon behavioral research in general.” 102
Deitchman, having taken stock of each of Simulmatics’ ARPA projects, decided to terminate all of them, except Father Hoc’s psychological warfare weapons experiments, which would be allowed to wind down. 103 Greenfield retreated to Simulmatics’ office in New York. Pool went back to Simulmatics’ office in Cambridge. Simulmatics’ office in Saigon was shut down, its reports shredded, its equipment auctioned, everything else trashed.
In Saigon, the laboratory the scientists of Simulmatics had made of a whole country was disassembled, the experiments they had conducted on the minds of an entire people abandoned. But their work didn’t end. Instead, they carried it home.
To do what? To do things like estimate the number of riot police necessary to stop a ghetto rebellion in city X that might be triggered by event Y because of communications pattern K given Q number of political agitators of type Z.
—MIT student protest pamphlet, 1969
Ann Penner and Marcellus Winston at Wading River, 1971.
Ann Penner, who wore her long dark hair straight and parted down the middle, was twenty-four when Ed Greenfield hired her to work at Simulmatics’ offices in New York. She’d finished college, gone to England, and then spent a while in Berkeley demonstrating on behalf of free speech, raging against the machine. She’d found out about the job at Simulmatics at the New York State Employment Agency when she was looking for temporary work. At first, she filled in for Ed Greenfield’s secretary, who’d gone off on a long holiday in Ireland. She did a little typing and answered the phone. She paid attention to everything. Simulmatics, she noticed, had its finger in every pie. 1 Sam Popkin, who sometimes worked in the New York office, brought her back some silk from Saigon, which she had sewn into an ao dai. 2 Penner opposed the war, hated the war, marched against the war, protested the war. But, like most people who worked for Simulmatics in New York, she had very little idea about what Simulmatics was actually doing in Vietnam. One day, a team of government agents in black suits and black shoes barged into the office, asked for all of Simulmatics’ reports from Saigon, got out a stamp and a rubber stamp pad, stamped every report secret, piled them all back into a file cabinet, put a lock on the cabinet, and marched out the door. 3
In 1967, Simulmatics’ New York offices, on East Forty-First Street, occupied three stories of a narrow, four-story building whose floors were covered in crummy carpeting. The whole place seemed pasted together, like a youth hostel or a hippie commune or a vegan co-op. Greenfield, brooding, used to walk around the halls with the lights off, looking mysterious and elegant. After his regular secretary got back from Ireland, he called Penner into his office. “We really like you,” he said. “What can you do?” “I can write,” she said, “and do design.” She’d majored in English and had studied art. He hired her. She wrote and designed copy. She sat at a Formica desk and watched the door.
All sorts of people crossed that threshold, a who’s who of 1960s celebrities. James Baldwin, Richard Pryor, Jane Fonda, Tom Hayden, Martha Gellhorn, Louis Farrakhan. 4 Greenfield knew scores of people, especially writers and activists on the left. He made a particular point of getting to know black intellectuals. He met Claude Brown in 1965, right about when Brown published his best-selling autobiographical novel, Manchild in the Promised Land, about growing up in poverty in Harlem. Greenfield reeled him in. He had him over for Passover. Every Seder, Greenfield would go around the table and ask everyone to answer the same question: “What does freedom mean to you?” 5 Brown loved him.
“Now the President of Simulmatics is one of my dearest friends, a Jewish fellow,” Brown told Robert F. Kennedy in 1966, during hearings in the Senate on federal government’s role in the problems of urban America. “He is one of the few white people that I could become close to, you know, in a week’s time,” Brown said. “I have really become a friend where I could say, ‘Okay, you white Nigger,’ jesting, of course, joking.” 6 That was Greenfield, all over.
Robert F. Kennedy, having expediently changed his address from Massachusetts to New York, had been elected a senator from New York, and he had been asking Claude Brown questions, and the Senate had been holding hearings, because riots had been breaking out in American cities, erupting ever since 1964. That year, after an off-duty policeman shot a fifteen-year-old black boy from Harlem, a crowd gathered on the night of the boy’s funeral and went to the police precinct at West 123rd Street, where they clashed with police officers in violence that spread to Brooklyn, lasted six nights, and involved some four thousand New Yorkers. More than a hundred people were injured, one killed, and nearly five hundred arrested.
Protests broke out in Rochester two days after the violence ended in Harlem. Rochester was then a one-company town, but its growing African American population suffered from a 14 percent unemployment rate at a time when the city’s one company, the Eastman Kodak Company, had six thousand job openings. The city’s schools and housing were segregated, and Rochester offered less public housing than any other city in the state. The riots that summer started after police officers arrested a black man during a block party. The city declared a state of emergency and called in the National Guard. The Rochester police brought in dogs and arrested nearly nine hundred people, a massive number, given the city’s size. Five people were killed. 7
Violence broke out in South Central Los Angeles one year later, in a neighborhood called Watts, after police pulled over a black man driving a car. The LAPD was notorious for its brutality. The violence lasted for six nights and involved an astonishing thirty-five thousand people. A thousand people were injured. Thirty-four were killed. “If I’ve got to die, I ain’t dying in Vietnam,” said one protester. “I’m going to die here.” 8
Lyndon Johnson shepherded the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, declared a War on Poverty, and planned to build a Great Society, with federal aid for economic development. Conservatives read the riots as an indictment of everything he had done and hoped to do. Greenfield had a plan of his own, Claude Brown told the Senate. Greenfield had the idea that there were mathematical geniuses all over Harlem, in every ghetto in the country, kids who were running numbers games, hustlers with a natural aptitude for business. “What he wanted to do was get all the communities, from all the so-called depressed areas throughout the nation, people with whom he could communicate,” Brown said. “And the guy is great, you know, at communicating across ethnic groups.” He’d connect these kids, hustlers, with local business owners, in entrepreneurial training programs. But he couldn’t get the Johnson administration to pay for his scheme. “I am certain Greenfield would have been willing to do this throughout the country,” Brown said. “But the Poverty people turned it down flat.” 9
But the poverty people hadn’t turned down all of Ed Greenfield’s proposals. Simulmatics found other uses for the research it had done in Saigon, and the reverse was true, too: the research Simulmatics had done as part of the war in Vietnam came out of the work it had done as part of the war on poverty. 10
“Saigon is like a stewing Los Angeles, shading into Hollywood, Venice Beach, and Watts,” Mary McCarthy wrote in the New York Review of Books in 1967. 11 Simulmatics’ own road to Saigon went through Watts, and Harlem, and Rochester. Simulmatics had entered the work of counterinsurgency not only by way of Ithiel de Sola Pool’s ties to the Pentagon but also by way of urban studies. Simulmatics aimed to solve the “Negro problem” in American cities by building a new simulation, not a People Machine but a Riot Prediction Machine.
Simulmatics ran Great Society projects out of two divisions in its New York offices: the Educational Division, headed by Jim Coleman, and the Urban Studies Division, headed by a sociologist named Sol Chaneles. For the Educational Division, Coleman undertook projects like a kids’ game called Ghetto, a simulation of ghetto life; the goal of the game was to devise a means of escaping poverty. 12 Much of the work in the Educational Division was done by Marcellus Winston. Winston, a young black man from a big family in Washington, D.C., was a rising star. In 1951, he’d been the first African American to attend Hotchkiss, the fancy prep school. Then he’d gone to Harvard and, after that, to the Sorbonne, on a Fulbright. He described himself as a “writer and community organizer” who’d “published essays on the problem of the Negro in America and on urbanization.” 13 Ann Penner and Gus Winston met at Simulmatics and moved in together in 1966, not long before the Supreme Court decided, in Loving v. Virginia, that laws that prohibited interracial marriage were unconstitutional.
In 1966, Coleman had become a controversial figure, as the author of Equality of Educational Opportunity, an extraordinarily ambitious study known as the Coleman Report. Preparation of the report had been mandated under the terms of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which required, within two years’ time, the publication of a study “concerning the lack of availability of equal educational opportunities for individuals by reason of race, color, religion, or national origin in public educational institutions.” A statistical study of 650,000 students and teachers in more than 3,000 schools, Coleman’s 737-page report found that the more significant indicator of educational achievement was the family’s educational background. He also found that integrating kids from different backgrounds improved educational outcomes for the children of less well-educated parents. Coleman understood the report as an argument for increasing efforts to desegregate American public schools—the report would undergird arguments for busing—but critics on the left dismissed the report as racist, especially after Coleman publicly argued against busing, predicting, correctly, that it would lead to white flight. 14
In 1967, around the same time Greenfield convinced Al de Grazia to run Simulmatics’ operations in Saigon, he hired Sol Chaneles to run Simulmatics’ Urban Studies Division, which sought contracts from federal, state, and municipal governments to conduct simulations, making models of things like crime, unemployment, and traffic. Chaneles had a PhD in sociology from NYU, with a specialty in criminal justice, and had worked for the New York Department of Corrections. 15
But the real impetus for Simulmatics’ Urban Studies Division came from Daniel Patrick Moynihan. In 1964, Pool had participated in a conference on “computer methods in the analysis of large-scale social systems” held at the Harvard-MIT Joint Center for Urban Studies, where Moynihan would shortly become the director. 16 Shortly afterward, Pool and Alex Bernstein submitted a Simulmatics proposal involving the simulation of labor markets to Moynihan, who was then assistant secretary of labor. “I hope it titillates,” Greenfield wrote Moynihan. 17
Greenfield may well have known Moynihan since the 1950s, when they both worked for Averell Harriman. Moynihan, long-limbed, pale, and imperious, having finished a PhD in history in 1961, had spent the early 1960s working in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. In 1965 he wrote The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, known as the Moynihan Report, a controversial account that was seen by critics as describing the black family as pathological. In 1966, he’d been appointed director of the Harvard-MIT Joint Center for Urban Studies. He moved into a house in Cambridge a few blocks from Pool. 18
In the spring of 1967, Moynihan secured a contract for Simulmatics with the Eastman Kodak Company, in Rochester, New York. 19 That summer, Simulmatics hired Moynihan as a consultant, for a term of three years, and appointed him to the research board. He was in the New York office often. 20 Moynihan, then forty, was to be paid a minimum of $10,000 a year. He was also given a sizable amount of stock. 21
Moynihan and Coleman teamed up on a Simulmatics project on urban design (which was another way of talking about “urban renewal”). 22 But in joining Simulmatics, Moynihan had one particular research interest, above all: he wanted to know whether the computer simulation of urban problems could be used to predict race riots.
This project began in Rochester. Since the riots there in 1964, community, civil rights, and labor organizers had pressed for change, including the institution of job training programs and fair employment practices at the Eastman Kodak Company. 23 The company had made few changes. And as the summers of 1965 and 1966 had seen still more rioting in American cities, executives at Kodak had grown worried. 24
How Eastman Kodak came to hire Simulmatics is a little murky, but Coleman, who’d initially trained as a chemical engineer, had worked for Eastman Kodak in the 1950s, before going to graduate school. 25 And Moynihan had known the head of Kodak since college. 26
Eastman Kodak hired Simulmatics to study whether “violence, incendiarism and looting” could “be predicted sufficiently in advance of its occurrence in order to limit their scope and intensity.” In July 1967, Simulmatics sent a six-person team to Rochester—“a sociologist, a novelist, a journalist, a social case-work researcher, a former Federal investigator and a typist,” two black men, one black woman, two white men, and one white woman. The team was headed by Peter Shulman, a Greenwich Village artist who’d been hired as deputy director of the Urban Studies Division. They spent one week in Rochester, during which they interviewed eighty people. Shulman wore army fatigues when he went out to interview. He talked to guys who were making Molotov cocktails. “We are not afraid to die, we are dying every day,” they told him. Shulman’s team did not use computers to undertake any of their calculations, and they did not write a simulation program. Still, they prepared a report with a very specific prediction: “By noon, Friday July 21, the data produced by the research team supported an unqualified prediction of violence to occur about 11 P.M. on Sunday night July 23.”
Shulman reported to Sol Chaneles, who reported to Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who on that Friday afternoon alerted the governor of New York about the predicted day and hour of the riot. According to Simulmatics, the riot occurred, exactly as predicted, but police were there to keep the mayhem to a minimum. Over the weekend, someone evidently gave the entire report to the New York State Police, because on Monday, Rochester police detectives came to Simulmatics’ New York office and asked Peter Shulman for the names of the guys who were making Molotov cocktails; Shulman refused to tell them. 27
Simulmatics took the Rochester study, and its effectiveness, as a proof of concept. “The first question raised by this small-scale research effort: can a riot be predicted so as to permit the limitation of its scope and intensity? must be answered in the affirmative.” 28 Its Urban Studies Division decided to tackle a new problem, on a national scale: counterinsurgency at home.
During the long, hot summer, the summer of 1967, race riots broke out in Newark and Detroit and all over the country, 159 in all. In July, Lyndon Johnson called for a national commission to conduct special investigation into “civil disorders.” Chaired by Illinois governor Otto Kerner, the Kerner Commission was charged with answering three questions about the spate of race riots in the United States: “What happened? Why did it happen? What can be done to prevent it from happening again and again?” 29 The commission’s Media Analysis Task Force was supposed to answer one more question: “What effect do the mass media have on the riots?” 30 Pool, just back from his summer in Vietnam, studying the effect of radio and television on Vietnamese peasants, bid on the media analysis project in September. 31 Simulmatics’ Urban Studies Division submitted its proposal in October. 32 It won the contract, with a budget of $221,000 (roughly $1.7 million in 2020 money). 33
Riot prediction had been an object of Pool’s scholarship since 1942, when he’d first conducted content analysis with Harold Lasswell, to spot signs of impending revolutions. Reporters writing about his work on Project ComCom had described its objective as the construction of a riot prediction machine at least since the summer of 1965, the summer of Watts. “in the works: a computer to predict riots, revolutions” was the headline of a story about Pool published in the Boston Globe that year. 34 Heading into the summer of 1966, riot prediction was everywhere, a desperate prophecy. “Large-scale rioting by frustrated Negroes was forecast here today,” said reporters from Washington, D.C. 35 As if political unrest were like a hurricane.
City by city, city planners had begun building their own riot prediction machines. Detroit’s Social Data Bank, “first of its kind in the nation,” according to the city’s mayor, was launched in July 1966. It stored data “on 25 different social factors such as crime, juvenile delinquency, welfare load, health problems, requests for legal aid, truancy and dropouts.” Monthly reports were meant to tell city planners whether aid programs were working and where more aid was needed. “Could the Social Data Bank predict riots?” one reporter wanted to know. Maybe it can, answered its designer. 36
Civil rights activists had little use for such schemes. “I will not predict riots,” James Farmer, head of the Congress of Racial Equality said on CBS’s Face the Nation in 1965. “No one has enough knowledge to know that there will be riots.” The real problem, he pointed out, was that no one was really doing what needed to be done to prevent riots, by addressing the problems that led to them. 37
“I am not going to predict rioting here,” Martin Luther King Jr. told the press in Cleveland in June 1967. “This will be determined by the progress and responsiveness by those in positions of leadership.” 38 But the fantasy of computer-aided riot prediction endured, as widely and passionately held as the twenty-first century’s fantasy that all urban problems can be solved by “smart cities,” and “predictive policing,” and that ongoing civil unrest and racial inequality and police brutality can be addressed by more cameras, more data, and more computers, and, above all, by predictive, what-if algorithms.
The study Simulmatics conducted for the Kerner Commission consisted of two parts. Both parts borrowed from methods Simulmatics had used in Vietnam. One part, headed by Chaneles, involved sending three-man teams to interview “ghetto residents” in seven cities: Tampa, Atlanta, Newark, Detroit, New Haven, Cincinnati, and Milwaukee. The other part, headed by Pool, involved collecting all the newspaper, radio, and television coverage of the riots in fifteen cities and submitting it to a quantitative content analysis. Both parts involved the collection, preparation, and coding of data for computer analysis. 39
To do the work, Chaneles and Pool hired teams of young people, mostly in their early twenties. Some were PhD students. Clarence Major, a talented young black poet, started out working on the coding of the newspaper, radio, and television coverage of the riots and then moved over to conducting interviews. The black people he interviewed disputed the very idea of a riot. “One of the main complaints I heard in Milwaukee was that police were making little or no distinction between people demonstrating peacefully and those breaking the law,” Major later said. “People I talked to said they were cracking heads everywhere.” 40 Police brutality didn’t quite fit into the Simulmatics codebook.
Chaneles, following the method he’d devised in Rochester, put together interview teams consisting of two black men and one white man. In total, across the seven selected cities, Simulmatics researchers interviewed 567 blacks and 191 whites. Their instructions were to go to black neighborhoods and interview people they were to find in specific locations: “2 pool halls, 4 bars, 2 barber shops, 2 bowling alleys, 4 stores (2 grocery and 2 small clothing stores), 2 school ‘hang-outs,’ street corners, 2 community action groups (e.g. Poverty Programs, etc.), 2 civil rights groups (e.g. NAACP, CORE, etc.) and other similar locations where people congregate.” During the very same months that Joseph Hoc, from a monastery outside Saigon, gathered three reports a day from his informants in six Vietnamese hamlets, Chaneles, in New York, gathered reports from his three-man teams in seven American cities. “What do you watch on television?” Pool’s interviewers asked Vietnamese peasants in eleven provinces in South Vietnam. “What television programs do you watch?” Simulmatics’ researchers asked African Americans in Tampa, Atlanta, Newark, Detroit, New Haven, Cincinnati, and Milwaukee. “Did you or anyone you know go to a riot after you saw television pictures?” 41
Simulmatics’ work on riot prediction in American cities bore an eerie similarity to McNamara’s giant computer program, the Hamlet Evaluation Study, which, after all, aimed to predict insurgency. In the United States, Simulmatics attempted to determine the “Mood and Atmosphere Within Riot Community” and to assign it a number (“1-Calm, restrained; 2-Tense; 3-Angry; 4-Fearful, nervous; 5-Apathetic; 6-Euphoric (Carnival); 7-Friendly, good-willed; 8-Chaotic; 9-Orderly; 0-Other”). 42 Joseph Hoc’s codebook for his Vietnam psyops participant-observers is not dissimilar.
There were more likenesses, too. The Kerner Commission, not unlike the Advanced Research Projects Agency, was unimpressed with Simulmatics’ research, and for similar reasons: poor design, lack of expertise, and misrepresentation. Chaneles reported in November that Kurt Lang, a noted sociologist, “has been working on the study for 3 days per week” as “Senior Social Scientist.” 43 But according to Lang, he had turned down an offer to work on the project, had had nothing to do with it, and, having looked over the interim report, found it reprehensibly sloppy. 44 Nor was he alone. 45 A former reporter who was supposed to have oversight over the project but had been largely left out of it complained about the work: “I just felt they didn’t know what the hell they were doing.” 46 Moynihan, too, was embarrassed. “Get the hell out of there,” he told Peter Shulman. Moynihan got him a job at RAND, and Shulman went to Vietnam. 47
In spite of the many allegations made about the shortcomings of Simulmatics’ research, at least some of its findings informed the Kerner Commission’s deliberations. During a meeting of the commission on November 6, 1967, a sociologist from Boston University told the commission, “Until we can predict riots with at least as much reliability as the weather forecast predicts rain or snow, it will be very difficult rationally to devise policies of control.” 48 Nor was the Simulmatics report the only material submitted to the commission aimed at the prediction of riots. A behavioral scientist from the Law Enforcement Study Center at Washington University in St. Louis submitted to the commission a white paper in which he’d attempted to combine all of the data in his hands—including income, crime, and population figures from 184 cities with a population of fifty thousand or more—to come up with a predictive scheme. He purported to divide cities into those that had already had riots and those that were in “pre-riot tension conditions.” Many of his predicted riots did not occur. Riots occurred in cities where he had not predicted them. The author was undaunted (“Failure to predict actual riots in the cases above shows considerable localization; intensive analysis may well determine that the composite variables are not yet sufficiently detailed to account for older non-white migration patterns”). 49
The data gathering conducted by the Kerner Commission was part of a larger Johnson administration project on the management of race relations. In February 1968, the Washington Post reported that “a computer in the Justice Department’s basement” would in the summer become one of “the nerve centers of Federal riot-watching activity.” Building on data gathered by the FBI and from Criminal Division and Civil Rights Division lawyers, the idea was “to move the Government from riot reaction to riot prediction.” The Post reported that no data had yet been given to the Justice Department from the Kerner Commission but hinted that this new riot prediction machine would synthesize all the available information: “Highest hopes are for the machine’s ‘cross-reference’ powers, helping to pull together data on cities, men and situations.” Ithiel de Sola Pool clipped the story from the newspaper and tucked it into his files. 50
Very few predictions made in 1967 about Vietnam or the United States came true in 1968. All through the second half of 1967, the Johnson administration ran an “Optimism Campaign,” a public relations blitz that aimed to convince the American public that the war in Vietnam was nearly at an end—and that the United States would win. Everyone involved in the war in a position of authority, Pentagon-wise, was asked to pitch in. “I have made a prediction that we have seen our last major battle,” declared one general at a White House press conference in August. In September, officers assured soldiers in the field that “we would surely win the war within the next six months.” Pool did his part, too. “I don’t know what people are talking about when they refer to the stalemate in Vietnam,” he wrote in September, in notes he circulated to friends, family members, and colleagues. “There has been striking progress over the last year.” 51 The enemy’s strength had plummeted, reported General William Westmoreland that fall. MACV printed a pamphlet for the press, called 1967 Wrap-Up: A Year of Progress. Near the end of the year, a senior White House official told a reporter for the New York Times, “Forget the war. The war is over.” 52
Who, though, could really say? Joseph Hoc believed he could say. “I want to be able to predict and even control the enemy’s actions,” Hoc had told ARPA. By January 1968, he had more than nineteen thousand field reports, too many to tally by hand. 53 He asked ARPA for time on the IBM 360 at MACV, to conduct a proper analysis. 54
Meanwhile, North Vietnam announced that it would hold a cease-fire from January 27 to February 3, during the Vietnamese New Year, a holiday known as Tet. South Vietnam forces were to observe a seven-day truce. On January 25, Pool was at the Pentagon for meetings with ARPA, seeking new funding for Father Joseph Hoc, when, in a faraway hamlet in Vietnam, one of Hoc’s informants had a conversation with a villager Hoc referred to as Mr. R.B. “Guerrillas and local regular forces will not celebrate Tet but are instead preparing for an attack in Dinh Tuong during the Tet holidays,” Mr. R.B. said. “There will not be a truce at all.” 55
This was one prediction that came true. Five days later, the Vietcong and the North Vietnamese army began the assault known as the Tet Offensive. In the largest campaign of the war, Communist forces attacked more than a hundred cities and towns, including Saigon, caught altogether unaware: two hundred American MACV officers had been attending a pool party.
The Tet Offensive, by demonstrating the enemy’s strength, made clear that the Johnson administration had been lying about the nearness of victory. By the end of February, American support for the war, never high, had sunk. On CBS News, Walter Cronkite looked sullen. “For it seems now more certain than ever that the bloody experience of Vietnam is to end in a stalemate,” Cronkite said. “To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe in the face of the evidence the optimists who have been wrong in the past.” 56
In the aftermath of Tet, the press questioned whether all of the work of prediction—the RAND reports, the Simulmatics studies, Komer’s Hamlet Evaluation System—had been of any use at all, since no one had seen the Tet Offensive coming. In a letter to the New York Times, Pool refused to back down, arguing that Tet ought to be understood, instead, as an urgent call for more resources for computer-driven, data-based prediction programs. 57 But ARPA would never again fund a Simulmatics project. Simulmatics’ Urban Studies Division was a shambles. So, too, it seemed, was the nation itself, frayed, bruised, and bloodied.
On February 29, a weary Robert McNamara left office, three months after handing Johnson his resignation, and the Kerner Commission issued its report on civil disorders. The report blamed American race riots on structural racial inequality in housing, employment, and education. (The commission ignored Pool’s content analysis of press coverage of the riots in favor of Simulmatics’ interviews with people who lived in black neighborhoods.) 58 “Our nation is moving toward two societies, one black, one white—separate and unequal,” the New York Times’s Tom Wicker wrote in the report’s introduction. 59
Johnson ignored the report. He had the weight of his legacy on his mind. He was facing reelection. As the 1968 Democratic primaries began, he was met by challenges from within his own party, both from the left, by antiwar candidate Eugene McCarthy and Bobby Kennedy, who would campaign against “Johnson’s War,” and from the right, by Alabama segregationist George Wallace. On March 31, Johnson appeared on live television, sitting before an American flag, to deliver a speech about the war in Vietnam. At the very end of the speech, out of nowhere, he made an announcement that staggered the nation: “I shall not seek and I will not accept the nomination of my party for another term as your president.” A lot of people thought they had misheard him, it was so unexpected, so unbelievable. He’d told almost no one of his decision before he made his announcement, not even his cabinet. But it was true. Lyndon Johnson’s political career had begun in 1937, in the age of radio. It ended in 1968, in the age of color television. He said he wanted to spend his remaining time in office negotiating for peace in Vietnam. 60
He might have forged that peace. But four days later, on April 4, 1968, in Memphis, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, exactly one year after he’d first spoken out against the war in Vietnam. He’d been slated to a deliver a sermon, the following Sunday, at his own church, the Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta. The sermon was to be called “Why America May Go to Hell.” 61
And it did seem to be going to hell. “Martin Luther King dedicated his life to love and to justice between fellow human beings, and he died because of that effort,” Robert F. Kennedy said, shaken, when he heard the news. 62 Two months later, on June 5, after winning the California primary, Kennedy was assassinated in Los Angeles.
Norman Mailer watched the news on television. “ ‘No,’ ” he cried. ‘No! No! No!’ ” (Mailer liked to write about himself in the third person.) “He felt as if he were being despoiled of a vital part of himself, and in the middle of this horror noted that he screamed like a pig, not a lion, nor a bear.” 63 It was almost impossible to believe. People sank to their knees in the street. John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Robert F. Kennedy. What more, asked the nation, like Job. Arthur Schlesinger wrote in his diary, “We have now murdered the three men who more than any other incarnated the idealism of America in our time.” 64 Who, or what machine, could have predicted this political massacre?
In early June, Ed Greenfield laid off everyone left at Simulmatics’ New York office—the Urban Studies Division, the Educational Division, everyone. He could no longer pay their wages. On June 17, Simulmatics’ board met in New York. Greenfield offered to resign but, in the end, did not resign. He was supposed to visit Patty the next night. She’d asked to meet him. He didn’t show up. 65
The separation had been hard on her—Ed hadn’t made it easy—but Patty Greenfield had been trying to rebuild her life. “I am slowly, but very slowly, getting to the point of thinking alone,” she’d written at the end of 1967. 66 She was writing for her local newspaper, the Chelsea-Clinton News, and working there as an editor, too. She profiled neighborhood schools, like P.S. 51 in Hell’s Kitchen, a kid-sized United Nations, a collection of kids from all over the world. 67 She’d begun to write a memoir. She was president of the PTA for her local public school. 68 She was raising money for a nursery school. She’d been going to civil rights demonstrations and antiwar marches, taking along her three girls, all of them holding hands, like paper dolls. Maybe she’d been planning to work for Bobby Kennedy’s campaign. By June, she was getting ready for a summer on the beach, at the old beach house, the big, rickety Victorian, with the fireplace of stones pulled from Long Island Sound.
The men of Simulmatics had mostly parted ways. But not the women. After those seaside Simulmatics summers together at Wading River, their own Peyton Place, Patty had stayed close to the Simulmatics wives, even as so many of their marriages fell apart. The Greenfields, the Morgans, the Colemans, the McPhees, the de Grazias: all their marriages collapsed in the 1960s. Lu Coleman, who’d dropped out of college to marry Jim Coleman, left him not long after she went back to school; she finished her degree in 1966, went to graduate school, and then to seminary. 69 Minnow McPhee, who’d started her own preschool, had left Bill, who, while still teaching at the University of Colorado, continued to struggle with manic depression. When Minnow’s daughter Wendy got pregnant in her last year in college, Minnow sent her to New York, to live with Patty at the townhouse at 349 West Twenty-Second Street, in Chelsea. Wendy, who was twenty-one, planned to give the baby up for adoption and needed to be far away from Colorado, to hide her pregnancy: five years before the Supreme Court’s decision in Roe v. Wade, this is how these things were done. Michael, sixteen, was away at school. Wendy spent most of her time with the three Greenfield girls, part big sister, part babysitter. Ann was fourteen; Susan, thirteen; and Jennifer, not yet four. They’d flop down together on a big king-sized bed. Wendy invented a fortune-telling game, using a deck of playing cards. They’d hold spooky seances, by candlelight, and ask the cards questions, as if they were a Magic 8-Ball. One of the girls asked, “Will my mother live beyond forty?” The cards said, “No.” 70
By March, Patty had gotten concerned about Wendy, who’d started spotting. 71 Eventually, she had a miscarriage. “I can only say, ‘thank God,’ ” Patty wrote to Michael, away at school, sure that losing the baby would be easier on Wendy than giving it up. 72 Wendy went back to Colorado in April, just after Martin Luther King was shot, and the nation fell into mourning, and the world began spinning. After Robert Kennedy was shot, on June 5, Patty nearly collapsed. She could not bear it, the hate, the murderousness, the loss, the leaderlessness. At night, in the dark, she’d play music from the record player in the drawing room at the back of the house and dance, her Martha Graham modern dance, a dance of political despair, as if she were a ghost. It felt as if the house were haunted. 73
The night Ed was supposed to meet her but didn’t turn up, she drank alone and then went to bed, in her bedroom on the second floor. She’d been known to sleepwalk. Sometime during the night, she got up and walked out to bedroom’s balcony and, somehow, fell off the balcony and landed in the garden. She hit her head, began to bleed, and became unconscious. In the morning, when the girls were getting ready for school, they assumed their mother was upstairs, in her bed, asleep. The dog, a shepherd named Chutney, was barking like crazy, but dogs sometimes do that. She wasn’t found until that afternoon. She died in the hospital the next day. 74 She was forty years old. An autopsy declared that she’d died of a subdural hematoma and contusion of the brain; her death was ruled accidental. 75 A lot of people, including Ed, blamed Ed.
At the memorial service, Michael read a poem by Dylan Thomas, “And death shall have no dominion.” It called back those long summers at Wading River: “No more may gulls cry at their ears / Or waves break loud on the seashores.” The principal of the children’s elementary school delivered the eulogy; she talked about Patty’s intelligence, her warmth, and her generosity. “Let’s use my house,” Patty would say when the schoolchildren needed a place to rehearse a play or the parents needed a place to meet. Her brother spoke at her graveside. “She hated no one,” he said. 76
That summer, Simulmatics’ founders and chief stockholders—Greenfield, Pool, McPhee, Bernstein, Coleman, and Abelson—met in New York and decided to sell the company. 77 Not long afterward, when Greenfield, who was in no condition to do anything, failed to effect a sale, Coleman resigned in disgust, forfeiting all his stock, twenty-five thousand shares. “Frankly, Ed, you had an opportunity, and muffed it,” he wrote Greenfield. 78 Creditors came calling. “I just cannot understand why you cannot pay me the money you owe me,” Daniel Patrick Moynihan wrote Greenfield, furious. “I think it is disgraceful that I should have to beg you for my quarterly. It is now 24 days past due.” 79 Everyone who still had money invested in Simulmatics lost it.
Ed Greenfield sank like a ship. The children moved into Naomi Spatz’s apartment, but, after a while, Spatz left. Friends took charge of the children. Greenfield could hardly take care of himself. He lived for a long time in an unlit room, stocked with cartons of liquor and cigarettes. 80 Ann Penner married Gus Winston at the Greenfields’ house in Wading River, but not long after that, Ed Greenfield was sleeping on the floor of the living room of the Winstons’ house. 81 He’d always pick himself up and start again. But still he’d say, day after day, “I ruined everything and everyone.” 82
Something close to an obituary for Simulmatics appeared not long after Patty Greenfield’s death, in a book written by New Republic reporter James Ridgeway. “Simulmatics looks like nothing more than a dummy corporation through which Pool runs his outside Defense work,” Ridgeway reported. (Among Ridgeway’s sources for this takedown was Moynihan, who talked to him off the record.) 83 Simulmatics’ influence, Ridgeway said, had come to an end. “Simulation companies are not so popular as they once were; their proprietors are often regarded as cultists, and the generals who were persuaded to hire them by liberals in the Kennedy and early Johnson administrations are sour on the whole business.” 84
Richard Nixon, though, was still interested in the computational political work that Simulmatics had pioneered and that some people believed had contributed to his defeat in 1960. Nixon’s hour had finally come. After his defeat in the gubernatorial race in California in 1962, he’d moved to the right, nominating Barry Goldwater in 1964 and learning from Ronald Reagan’s success at winning the California governor’s office in 1966 by running as a conservative. In 1968, Nixon expected to win the Republican presidential nomination, and with Johnson out of the race and the Democratic Party in disarray, he expected to become the next president of the United States.
In May 1968, a mysterious Simulmatics competitor called the Simultron Project pitched its services to Nixon in a typewritten memo sent to Nixon aide H. R. Haldeman. Somehow, the Nixon campaign had gotten copies of the confidential reports Simulmatics had prepared for the DNC and Kennedy in 1960. Maybe that information had come by way of Haldeman, a Nixon campaign manager who’d been a Madison Avenue ad man for more than twenty years and had first offered his services to Nixon in 1952 (Haldeman’s father had contributed to the slush fund for which Nixon had had to apologize in his “Checkers” speech). Haldeman had worked on Nixon’s campaign in 1956; he’d been trained by the longtime Republican political consultants Clem Whitaker and Leone Baxter. 85
But it’s also possible—and more likely—that the Simulmatics reports came from Pool himself, and it’s even possible that, even while Pool was providing advice to the Humphrey campaign, he was trying to sell simulation services to the Nixon campaign. Ever since Nixon had helped him get a security clearance, Pool had considered himself to be in Nixon’s debt, and in 1972, Pool would publicly announce his defection from the Democrats and campaign for Nixon’s reelection. The Simultron Project memo is unsigned, but it sounds very much like Pool, and the services it offers are very much the services of Simulmatics. Also, Pool was in Washington the week Nixon and his aides received and discussed Simultron’s proposal: he might have delivered it in person, along with the 1960 Simulmatics report. Then, too, a forensics comparison of the Simultron Project memo with a document authored by Pool and known to have been produced on Pool’s typewriter (a memo to the Humphrey campaign) proves that the two documents were typed on the same model of machine; the two documents also exhibit similar misalignment and spacing characteristics, suggesting that they may have been produced by the same typewriter. 86
Whoever was behind the Simultron Project, Nixon’s staff seemed dubious. “Before the simulmatics idea is finally canned, if it is to be,” Nixon aide Patrick Buchanan wrote in a memo to Nixon, would the president mind reading the proposal? The Simultron Project offered its services to the Nixon ’68 campaign at a budget of $300,000 (more than $2 million in 2020 money). “Simulation is not magic,” Simultron admitted, but by breaking the electorate into voter types and policies into issue clusters, it could provide Nixon with “the most precise data possible upon which to make the crucial decisions necessary in the months ahead.” Nixon scrawled his thoughts at the bottom of Buchanan’s memo: “This is on balance just an organized effort to get info that any decent campaign organization should have at its fingertips.” He decided to spend $40,000 (about $300,000 in 2020 money) on the Simultron Project, but no more. 87
In 1960, the Democrats had hired Simulmatics to figure out what the Democratic nominee should say about civil rights to win the “Negro vote.” Nixon believed that he already knew what to say about African American voters, and to whom. His campaign had plenty of data. He’d run the numbers. He’d already decided to court the white vote—he’d call this new coalition the American “silent majority”—and let the Democrats have black voters. 88 To that end, he predicted riots. “In Watts and Harlem and Detroit and Newark, we have had a foretaste of what the organizations of insurrection are planning for the summer ahead,” he said in a radio address, looking ahead to the long, hot summer of 1968. He promised to end to the mayhem and usher in a regime of law and order. 89 He predicted chaos, from which only he could save the nation.
Nixon didn’t need the Simultron Project. Between the rise of the Simulmatics Corporation and its fall, American political campaigns had come to be led by computer-run data analysis, with or without the company that pioneered it. They knew all about Simulmatics’ 480 voter types. After reading Kevin Phillips’s data-crunching 1969 book, The Emerging Republican Majority, Nixon told Haldeman, “Go for Poles, Italians, Irish, must learn to understand Silent Majority . . . don’t go for Jews & Blacks.” Months later, Nixon read the opposition’s data-crunching book, The Real Majority, by Democratic strategists Richard M. Scammon and Ben J. Wattenberg, whose insights Democrats ignored but Nixon took to heart. The average voter, Scammon and Wattenberg’s numbers told them, is a forty-seven-year-old Catholic housewife from Dayton, Ohio, married to a machinist; “she has a mixed view about blacks and civil rights because before moving to the suburbs she lived in a neighborhood that became all black.” Nixon told Haldeman: “We should aim our strategy primarily at disaffected Democrats, at blue-collar workers, and at working-class white ethnics” and “set out to capture the vote of the forty-seven-year-old Dayton housewife.” 90 And that’s exactly what they did.
By 1965, a century after the end of the Civil War, a century of lynchings and bombings and beatings, a century of sit-ins and marches and mourning and preaching, civil rights had been won, voting rights had been guaranteed. But the closer African Americans had come to being able to vote, the more furiously political consultants had labored to divide and segment the electorate by ideology and by race. Simulmatics had designed the People Machine in 1959 to predict the “Negro vote.” After 1965, when African Americans finally, fully, entered the electorate, the parties, newly sorted, began to move to the poles of the political spectrum. A computer network whose first messages were sent in 1969 would widen and deepen those divisions; a half century later, those divisions would become almost impossible to bridge. Voter by voter, issue by issue, the American divide had been simulated, and then it had been automated. Simulmatics.
Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?
—HAL 9000, in 2001: A Space Odyssey, 1968
An MIT SDS poster, indicting Pool and Simulmatics, c. 1971.
Nineteen sixty-eight, a year of anxiety, terror, agony, and uncertainty, was a year obsessed with the future and awash in predictions. The day before Martin Luther King Jr. was killed, Stanley Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space Odyssey, with its sinister IBM-like HAL computer, debuted in theaters. HAL did much more than store data and run programs: HAL talked. That same month, April 1968, Science & Technology magazine dedicated a special issue to “The Communications Revolution,” the revolution that would come when computers would be able to communicate with one another across a single, vast network. MIT professor J.C.R. Licklider, who had earlier headed the behavioral science division at ARPA, predicted the emergence of “on-line interactive communities.” These would all be to the good. “Life will be happier for the on-line individual because the people with whom one interacts most strongly will be selected more by commonality of interests and goals than by accidents of proximity.” 1 As if people would be happier if they kept to their own kind, like tribes.
Ithiel de Sola Pool contributed an essay to this special issue of Science & Technology, too. Pool predicted that the communications revolution, this brave new “on-line” world, would usher in a new age of hyperindividualism, in which, for instance, customized news feeds would mean that people would see only the news they wanted to see. Pool also predicted, with uncanny prescience, that this change would transform politics. “In the coming atomized society, the information the citizen gets will arise from his own specific concerns,” he wrote, anticipating that “when everyone can select his own fund of information, the political problem of gathering an effective body of support behind a particular rational issue or candidate will become very different and very much more difficult.” 2 Party politics was already yielding to interest group politics, but Pool saw that interest group politics would soon yield to a politics of self, every citizen a party of one.
Pool’s predictions about many things were far wide of the mark, especially his predictions about the future of Vietnam, which rested on his misperceptions of its past and its present. In 1968, when Pool, Daniel Ellsberg, Arthur Schlesinger, and Frances FitzGerald presented papers at a conference at the Adlai Stevenson Institute of International Affairs, Pool began his remarks by objecting to the title of the conference, “Vietnam: Misconceptions in Action.” It was, he said, “like being asked whether one has stopped beating one’s wife.” He believed there had been no misconceptions. 3 And yet Pool’s predictions about emerging technologies were bold and true and wise. No one, in the 1960s—or, for that matter, in the 1970s and 1980s—would turn out to have been more right.
The week Robert F. Kennedy was shot, a book of predictions appeared in bookstores. “Amazing predictions of what life will be like 50 years from today,” ads announced. 4 The book was called Toward the Year 2018, and it included forecasts about the state of all sorts of fields in fifty years’ time. The director of automation research at IBM predicted the development of “very small, portable” computers and was particularly confident that, no matter what the pace of technological change, between 1968 and 2018, “the political and social institutions of the United States will remain flexible enough to ingest the fruits of science and technology without basic damage to its value systems.” An electrical engineer from Bell Labs argued that face-to-face communication across long distances would be available everywhere by 2018 and that “the transmission of pictures and texts and the distant manipulation of computers and other machines will be added to the transmission of the human voice on a scale that will eventually approach the universality of telephony.” Its consequences, he believed, were harder to see. “What all this will do to the world I cannot guess,” he admitted, with a becoming modesty. “It seems bound to affect us all.”
Pool’s essay in Toward the Year 2018 offered by far the sharpest assessment, spot-on. “By 2018 it will be cheaper to store information in a computer bank than on paper,” he predicted, foreseeing that information that in 1968 was saved in paper form—“tax returns, social security records, census forms, military records, perhaps a criminal record, hospital records, security clearance files, school transcripts . . . bank statements, credit ratings, job records”—would in 2018 be stored on computers, computers that could communicate with one another over a vast international network. People living in 2018 would be able find out anything about anyone, without ever leaving their desks. “By 2018 the researcher sitting at his console will be able to compile a cross-tabulation of consumer purchases (from store records) by people of low IQ (from school records) who have an unemployed member of the family (from social security records). That is, he will have the technological capability to do this. Will he have the legal right?” Pool had no answer to that question, instead demurring: “This is not the place to speculate how society will achieve a balance between its desire for knowledge and its desire for privacy.” 5
Pool predicted so accurately because he knew so much. Few people, anywhere, had been as closely involved with each aspect of the new data and communications infrastructure as he had been, or for as long.
The data-driven twenty-first century that Pool saw coming began with what Simulmatics called “massive data,” the aggregation of many smaller sets of data that would come to be called “big data.” 6 In the early 1960s, behavioral scientists keen to make better predictions by detecting patterns impossible to see with smaller sets of data began seeking formal means to aggregate their data. In 1963, “A Proposal to Establish a National Archives for Social Science Survey Data,” published in Al de Grazia’s journal American Behavioral Scientist, cited the research conducted by Simulmatics on the 1960 election as the best example of the kind of work that could be done with big data. 7 Two years later, the report of a Social Science Research Council Committee on the Preservation and Use of Economic Data, chaired by Yale economist Richard Ruggles, warned that “without appropriate data, the economist with a computer would be in the same position as a biologist with a powerful microscope but no biological specimens.” The Ruggles Report led to a formal proposal that the federal government establish a “National Data Center.” 8
Establishing a National Data Center made a great deal of sense. The implementation and assessment of programs created by Johnson’s Great Society required that the federal government collect all sorts of data—including economic, social, health, employment, voting, housing, and population data—in order not only to provide services but also to ensure and demonstrate that those services had been provided fairly and equitably, under the oversight provisions of a whole swath of legislation, including the Civil Rights Act, the Voting Rights Act, and the Fair Housing Act. A peer institution to the Library of Congress (which holds books) and the National Archives (which holds manuscripts), the National Data Center would serve as a central depository of computerized information from federal agencies, encompassing everything from the Social Security Administration to the Census Bureau, from federal prisons to public schools. 9
But by the time Johnson established a task force to figure out how to build a National Data Center, members of Congress had begun to raise concerns that this new institution would compromise citizens’ privacy. In the summer of 1966, the House Special Subcommittee on Invasion of Privacy, chaired by New Jersey Democrat Cornelius E. Gallagher, held three days of hearings about the proposed National Data Center. As New York Republican Frank Horton pointed out, the privacy of citizens whose information was held by federal government agencies had chiefly been secured by the very fact that no such center existed. “Good computermen know that one of the most practical of our present safeguards of privacy is the fragmented nature of present information,” Horton said. “It is scattered in little bits and pieces across the geography and years of our life. Retrieval is impractical and often impossible. A central data bank removes completely this safeguard.” 10
Horton had a point. Computers could store more information than ever before. Methods for retrieving information were getting better, and faster, every day. A Senate hearing on the National Data Center reported that the federal government held, in separate agencies, “more than 3 billion records on individuals, including 27.2 billion names, 2.3 billion addresses, 264 million criminal histories, 280 million mental health records, 916 million profiles on alcoholism and drug addiction, and 1.2 billion financial records.” 11 What would happen if all these records were glommed together? “The citizen concerned about the erosion of his privacy has until now had some consolation in knowing that all these records about his life have been widely dispersed and often difficult to get at,” wrote the best-selling social critic Vance Packard, who appeared before Gallagher’s committee, and who later raised an alarm in an essay in the New York Times Magazine. “But today,” he warned, “this consolation is vanishing.” 12
The proposal for a National Data Center had failed to address any of these concerns. 13 That left the way open for critics to call for the abandonment of the plan. Still, much of the animus against the National Data Center was plainly partisan: conservatives hated Johnson’s Great Society and the rising authority of the state, and a National Data Center served as a powerful symbol of government overreach. Gallagher was a Democrat, but nearly everyone who applauded him for fighting the proposal was a conservative. Ordinary Americans from all over the country who wrote to thank him called the proposed National Data Center a “Gestapo scheme,” “creeping socialism,” and worse. “This looks like Communist infiltration!” declared one Californian. “Guess we might just as well move to Moscow,” wrote a man from Pennsylvania. 14
The New York Times said the data center risked an “Orwellian nightmare.” The Wall Street Journal called it an “incipient octopus.” “big brother never rests,” ran the headline in the Indianapolis Star. “A Giant Peeping Tom” was the name given to the data center by one paper. Priests and ministers and rabbis spoke out about it from churches and synagogues. Even the Daughters of the American Revolution passed a resolution of opposition. 15
The debate over the National Data Center marked the first time in American history that the public had engaged in a sustained conversation about the consequences of the aggregation of personal data on computers. University of Michigan law professor Arthur Miller sounded an alarm in the pages of the Atlantic, warning of a grave danger to privacy: “a central computer might become the heart of a government surveillance system that would lay bare our finances, our associations, or our mental and physical health to government inquisitors or even to casual observers.” 16 In an essay in Playboy, another legal scholar warned of the rise of “data surveillance.” 17 But it was an anonymous law review article that offered the most poignant and prescient warning: “The fabric of human social relationships, dependent upon each person’s having only limited knowledge about other people, could be rent by leaks from the data center.” 18
Each of these commentators missed something important, something that had come up at the hearings before Cornelius Gallagher’s committee only to be dismissed, not least because members of Congress tended not to have the most sophisticated knowledge of the latest developments in computer technology, or even of the not-so-latest developments. This remained the case for decades. In 2018, at hearings about Facebook’s handling of users’ personal data, eighty-four-year-old Senator Orrin Hatch asked baby-faced, thirty-three-year-old Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg, “How do you sustain a business model in which users don’t pay for your service?” Zuckerberg blinked three times, apparently shocked that Hatch could know so little about so basic a matter. “Senator,” he said, “we run ads.” 19
During the hearings Gallagher held in the summer of 1966, Paul Baran, a very sharp computer scientist from RAND, said that it didn’t matter what Congress decided about whether or not to build a National Data Center, because data would be aggregated, would become big data, with or without the federal government. Computers, Baran tried to explain to the committee, would soon all be connected to one another, in a vast network of networks. As for information held by the federal government, “whether the information is centralized in one central data bank or whether it is spread around the country doesn’t make a darn bit of difference,” Baran said. “The result is the same.” The main thing, Baran advised, was to set up ethical guidelines, safeguards, and rules. What is data? To whom does data belong? What obligation does the collector, or holder, or analyst of data hold over the subject of the data? Can data be shared? Can it be sold? 20
Congress didn’t answer these questions, or even debate them. Gallagher’s committee doesn’t seem to have understood what Baran was saying about the coming network of networks, any more than Orrin Hatch in 2018 understood what Mark Zuckerberg said about how Facebook works. Instead of shifting the debate to the nature and ownership and privacy of data itself, Congress simply tabled the proposal for a National Data Center. By 1968, the idea had been shelved, another casualty of the disintegration of Johnson’s Great Society. No building was ever built, no agency ever established, no federal regulations on data devised. And yet, exactly as Paul Baran had predicted, a de facto national data center was established soon enough, by way of the linking of computers across federal agencies and, eventually, across corporations, without any regulatory regime whatsoever. 21 They had kicked the question down the road.
“This is not the place to speculate how society will achieve a balance between its desire for knowledge and its desire for privacy,” Pool wrote in 1968. If not then, when?
In 1968, after the defeat of the National Data Center, Pool and his MIT colleague J.C.R. Licklider drafted a proposal for a giant “data library.” They called it Project Cambridge and pitched it to ARPA, submitting a proposal with a giant budget, $7.6 million (about $56 million in 2020 money). Pool hoped to build Project Cambridge on the ashes of the Simulmatics Corporation. Like the National Data Center, it became the subject of fierce public debate. Big, splashy photographs of Pool and Licklider appeared together on the cover of the glossy magazine Scientific Research, the “newsmagazine of science,” with a giant red question mark between them: “Will Project Cambridge Go?” 22
Licklider, fifty-four, had the slightly bedraggled look of a beloved high school math teacher. He was famously visionary, and just as famously kindhearted. He is widely credited with coming up with the idea for the Internet. Trained in both psychology and engineering, he’d taught at MIT in the 1950s, then worked at the federally funded Lincoln Laboratory, on the SAGE early warning system. After that, he’d been employed at the Cambridge research firm Bolt Beranek and Newman, where he’d contributed to the very sort of research that would make possible MIT’s ambitious, ARPA-funded computer research program, Project MAC, the Project on Mathematics and Computation. He imagined the Internet in a series of extraordinary essays, as well as in a 1962 memo in which he proposed the development of what he jokingly called an “intergalactic computer network,” a system that would link all the world’s computers into a single system. With Licklider’s paper, the human conception of computers took a crucial turn, from understanding computers as places that could store information and machines that could analyze it to understanding computers as communications systems.
While Licklider was at Bolt Beranek and Newman, he wrote a report published as Libraries of the Future, a beautiful and hopeful set of speculations about the nature, scope, and acquisition of knowledge in the digital age. Licklider imagined what libraries would look like in the year 2000. To help his reader picture what he pictured, he conjured a scene set in 2000 in which a person sits at a computer console and attempts to get to the bottom of a research question merely by undertaking a series of searches. Nearly all of what Licklider described in Libraries of the Future later came to pass: the digitization of printed material, the networking of library catalogs and their contents, the development of sophisticated, natural language–based information-retrieval and search mechanisms. 23 Licklider described, with a contagious amazement, what would become, in the twenty-first century, the Internet at its very best.
In 1962, Licklider left Bolt Beranek and Newman for ARPA, where his many duties included funding behavioral science projects, including Pool’s Project ComCom. At ARPA, Licklider also funded research that produced the building blocks of his imagined intergalactic computer network, which came to be called ARPANET. (Paul Baran, at RAND, pioneered the technology known as packet switching, in which data is broken into smaller pieces for faster transfer.) In 1964, not long before Simulmatics began its work in Vietnam, Licklider left ARPA for IBM. Four years later, with nearly all the necessary pieces of ARPANET in place, ARPA awarded a contract to Licklider’s old Cambridge research firm, BBN, to build it. 24
By the time Licklider returned to MIT as a professor of electrical engineering and then director of Project MAC, he’d known Pool for years. In the fall of 1968, Pool wrote to MIT electrical engineering professor and former Kennedy administration science adviser Jerome Wiesner, copying Licklider, to say that ARPA had expressed interest in a major new project. “ARPA has taken its Behavioral Science funds derived from cancelling such projects as mine,” Pool told Wiesner, referring to ARPA’s termination of its contracts with Simulmatics, “and is proposing to put them into a Behavioral Science Data Analysis Program here.” 25
In New York, Ed Greenfield had failed to sell Simulmatics, but in Cambridge, Pool launched a different sort of salvage operation. As Pool explained to Licklider, this new ARPA-funded project, a behavioral science data analysis program, would require rethinking and expanding MIT’s computer facilities to allow for more use of the institute’s machines by behavioral scientists and more space for the storage of what Pool referred to as a “data library” that would also store “a set of interactive subsystems for analysis and modelling with that data in an interactive environment.” 26 He listed, as the project’s first rationale, defense work: “The U.S. Government and the Department of Defense face many problems that are in large part behavioral-science problems, and they need pertinent behavioral-science knowledge for use in solving these problems.” 27
Licklider signed on to what he and Pool at first called Project CAM, short for “computer analysis and modeling,” a name they later changed to “Cambridge” because “Project CAM” was easy to confuse with Project MAC. 28 “Project CAM” also stirred bitter memories of Project Camelot, the defense-funded counterinsurgency project, another Pool brainchild, that Robert McNamara had been forced to terminate in 1965. Project Cambridge also, in some minds, raised the specter of the National Data Center, only this time with funding from the Department of Defense. Pool braced for a fight, even as students at MIT were beginning to raise concerns about Pool’s earlier work . . . for Simulmatics.
Richard M. Nixon, fifty-five and more furious than ever, accepted the nomination of the Republican Party at its convention in Miami in August 1968. Norman Mailer went to Miami to cover the convention. He found it boring. It was hip to be bored. “Interviewing a candidate is about as intimate as catching him on television,” Mailer wrote. The GOP had flown in a pachyderm. Mailer went to the airport, he said, “to cover the elephant.” 29
Nixon knew he could win. He hungered for it. In his acceptance speech, delivered before a sea of delegates wielding blood-red nixon signs, he held the edges of the podium with both hands as if to stop himself from raising his arms to the sky in defiance of the gods, until he began raising his arms and shaking his fists. The assassinations, the riots, the war: Nixon blamed Democrats. The grief, the humiliation, the fear: Nixon blamed Democrats. “When the strongest nation in the world can be tied down for four years in Vietnam with no end in sight, when the richest nation in the world can’t manage its own economy, when the nation with the greatest tradition of the rule of law is plagued by unprecedented lawlessness,” he said, “when the president of the United States cannot travel abroad or to any major city at home without fear of a hostile demonstration, then it is time for new leadership for the United States of America.” The crowd rose to its feet, stomping like a herd of elephants, and gave him a standing ovation. 30
The Democrats met three weeks later for their own convention, in Chicago, brokenhearted, divided, and leaderless. Inside the hall, there was chaos, betrayal, and regret. Outside the hall, there was chaos, violence, and bloodshed. The streets of Chicago ran red. Students for a Democratic Society, the National Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam, the Black Panthers, and the Youth International Party had all planned to protest the convention. Some ten thousand demonstrators came to the city. But the mayor of Chicago, Richard Daley, was determined to stop them. He fortified the city with twelve thousand Chicago police officers, six thousand soldiers from the National Guard, six thousand army troops, and a thousand undercover intelligence agents. They arrested hundreds of demonstrators and beat and bullied more. The leaders, who’d also organized the march on the Pentagon in 1967, went to jail: David Dellinger and Jerry Rubin were two of the Chicago Seven, charged with conspiracy and crossing state lines to incite riot. The Yippies held their own nominating convention, in Lincoln Park, and nominated a pig, handing out flyers that said, “vote pig in 68.” 31 The Republicans had a pachyderm; disenchanted Democrats answered with swine.
Lyndon Johnson had withdrawn from the race. Robert F. Kennedy had been killed. Democrats had scrambled. Hubert Humphrey hadn’t entered a single primary but nevertheless defeated the antiwar candidate, Eugene McCarthy, mainly through the machinations of party leaders. Fannie Lou Hamer’s eloquent protest in 1964 about the immorality and illegality of all-white delegations didn’t stop the party from seating them in 1968. That did end, though, in 1968. After the convention, South Dakota senator George McGovern, who’d also unsuccessfully sought the nomination, agreed to co-chair the Commission on Party Structure and Delegate Selection. Its recommendations changed the rules by which the Democratic Party operated: it established requirements for the representation of people of color on state delegations and shifted the balance of power between the primaries and the national nominating conventions, predicting that “instantaneous polls of the entire electorate” conducted by “central computers from every home” would make nominating conventions obsolete and purely ceremonial. The primaries became, effectively, binding. Before 1968, the primaries had hardly mattered; after 1968, the conventions hardly mattered. 32
Simulmatics couldn’t offer its services to the Humphrey campaign, since it had mainly closed shop. But after the Democratic convention, Ithiel de Sola Pool—who may have submitted the “Simultron Project” memo to the Nixon campaign earlier in 1968—submitted a memo to the Humphrey campaign, offering advice about how he could hold the party together. “Have Humphrey meet at length and ‘reason together’ with some dramatic newsmaking groups,” Pool suggested. For instance, he could “meet in private in Harlem with 8–12 black extremists such as Claude Brown,” then get photographed on his way out. “Ditto in Berkeley or Chicago with a group of photogenic hippie students.” Pool also recommended that Humphrey assemble a task force on Vietnam, to include Pool, Samuel Popkin, and Daniel Ellsberg. In two days, these men could come up with “their ideal program on how to de-escalate and still win.” Or, better yet, “why not pack the Vietnam task force on an airplane” and send them on a much-publicized trip to Vietnam, where Humphrey could join them, appearing at refugee camps and other photogenic whistle-stops. 33
The Humphrey campaign did not take Pool’s suggestions. Nor did Humphrey hold together a Democratic coalition. American politics had begun to polarize, the New Right pulling the Republican Party toward an anti-government conservatism, the New Left pulling the Democratic Party toward an anti-government radicalism. They shared a common enemy: liberalism. In 1968, Arthur Schlesinger, the quintessential midcentury liberal, found himself attacked when he spoke in public, heckled, howled at, shouted down. “You know what you are?” a man said to him after a speaking engagement. “You’re a murderer, a murderer, and a traitor, and a mother fucker. It’s against the wall for you. Do you know what’s going to happen? You are going to be executed.” 34 The worst William F. Buckley Jr. had ever done to Schlesinger had been to ship him a donkey or mock him when Schlesinger declined to appear on Buckley’s talk show, Firing Line. 35 The New Left threatened him with an actual firing line.
Schlesinger retreated from those skirmishes and backed away from public life. By 1968, he’d also separated from his wife; she stayed in Cambridge in the house on Irving Street, while Schlesinger settled in New York, began teaching at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York, and became rather a man about town. Pool could not avoid those skirmishes. He was still living on Irving Street and still teaching at MIT, a campus that had become a hotbed of student unrest.
Even as late as 1967, MIT had mostly been free of antiwar protest. But no American university took in more funds from the Department of Defense. Of MIT’s $214 million 1968 budget, $173.8 came from the federal government, and of that, $111 million came from the Department of Defense. 36 On December 13, 1967, on the floor of the Senate, J. William Fulbright indicted the Johnson administration for dedicating new and ever greater resources to an unwinnable, immoral war and argued that American universities funded by the Department of Defense had abandoned the role of the university in a democracy. “The universities might have formed an effective counterweight to the military-industrial complex by strengthening their emphasis on the traditional values of our democracy,” Fulbright said, “but many of our leading institutions have instead joined the monolith, adding greatly to its power and influence.” He denounced any university that had made “itself an appendage to the Government,” a description that fit no American university better than MIT. 37
Meanwhile, the Johnson administration and its supporters sought to calm the student protest movement. In the fall of 1968, in advance of the election, McGeorge Bundy, a former dean of Harvard who’d served as Kennedy’s and Johnson’s national security adviser, now president of the Ford Foundation, went on a mission to speak on college campuses. On October 12, he spoke at DePauw University. 38 He was scheduled to speak at MIT four days later. He’d been invited by the Political Science Department, where Pool was chair. The department had arranged for Bundy to give a lecture, to be followed by comments from a panel that included Pool and Max Millikan, head of the Center for International Studies. After students objected to the composition of the panel, Pool agreed to add Noam Chomsky.
They were slated to speak at Kresge Auditorium, the largest building at MIT, glass walls topped by a curved metal roof, a building that resembled nothing so much as an indoor shopping mall from The Jetsons. The main hall seats some twelve hundred people. Bundy’s visit filled Kresge to capacity, with an overflow of students seated in the nearby Student Union. Bundy delivered a version of the address he’d given at DePauw, offering a softening of his earlier positions on the war by advocating a stop to the bombing and a gradual troop withdrawal. Pool and Millikan likely concurred. But then, as the MIT student newspaper reported, “McGeorge Bundy ran head on into the formidable Noam Chomsky.” Chomsky denounced the war and called for an immediate withdrawal. Pool fought back. The battle had a certain gladiatorial quality: “the veracity of not only ideas but evidence on all sides was challenged,” as the student reporter delicately put it. 39 The battle lines between Pool and Chomsky had been drawn. Two and a half weeks later, Richard Nixon was elected president of the United States.
Bundy’s visit, planned to quiet the student movement, instead ignited it. Chomsky didn’t lead the student movement. He wasn’t even convinced that the student movement was particularly effective; nor did he agree with its tactics or priorities. But, notwithstanding his tendentiousness, and even because of it, he had become a national leader of the national antiwar movement, a prominent political dissident, and one of the New Left’s most visible intellectuals. After the Kresge forum, he began writing an essay that stated his objections to Bundy and, above all, to Pool and, especially, to the Simulmatics Corporation. It appeared in the New York Review of Books on January 2, 1969, as “The Menace of Liberal Scholarship.”
“The Menace of Liberal Scholarship” is both a fierce and relentless indictment of liberal intellectuals for their complicity in a war of American imperial aggression and a quite personal attack on Ithiel de Sola Pool. Chomsky named Pool seventeen times and discussed two of Simulmatics’ projects in Vietnam, projects that, before that day, had been very little in the public eye. (How Chomsky knew so much about Simulmatics is somewhat mysterious, but people who worked in the New York office—the office that had been repeatedly cited by ARPA for lapses of security strictures, including leaving classified reports lying around—told me that Chomsky had often stopped by to visit Urban Studies Division director Sol Chaneles.) 40 In the most widely cited part of the essay, Chomsky quoted Pool as having written, as in fact Pool did write, that in poor countries like Vietnam, “order depends on somehow compelling newly mobilized strata to return to a measure of passivity and defeatism from which they have recently been aroused by the process of modernization.” Pool defended his work in Vietnam as part of a campaign not only to counter insurgency and halt revolution but also to accomplish those objectives by reducing people like the Vietnamese to despair and docility. 41
Pool, meanwhile, continued to seek favor in the Pentagon, allying himself with the incoming administration and offering his continuing services as a behavioral scientist. The day Chomsky’s essay appeared, Pool wrote to Henry Kissinger, Richard Nixon’s national security adviser. Pool asked Kissinger to help him secure funding to allow Joseph Hoc to continue with his psychological warfare operation in Saigon. 42 (He was unsuccessful.) Days later, Pool traveled to Key West, by military transport, for a meeting of the Defense Science Board. 43 Later that month, possibly under pressure, he resigned as chairman of MIT’s Political Science Department. 44
On January 15, days before Nixon’s inauguration, the Department of Defense completed the report Robert McNamara had commissioned in 1967 about the history of U.S. involvement in Vietnam, beginning in 1945. It ran to forty-seven volumes and included four thousand pages of documents and three thousand pages of analysis. It weighed sixty pounds. The Pentagon made fifteen copies: seven remained at the Department of Defense; two were deposited at the National Archives; two were sent to the State Department, one to McNamara, and one to the new secretary of defense. Two copies were made for RAND; Daniel Ellsberg was charged with carrying them to RAND’s office in Santa Monica. It is not impossible that Pool read the report. 45
After the attack by Chomsky, only a handful of Pool’s supporters came to his defense. A Political Science Department graduate student proposed organizing an ad hoc seminar on Chomsky’s “Menace of Liberal Scholarship,” specifically in order to dissect it as “a confused collection of non sequiturs, slurs, unreliable references cited as fact, and quotes taken out of context and misconstrued” that “completely distorts Pool’s position.” The graduate students held an organizing meeting, Chomsky indicated that he was willing to participate, but the seminar never came off. 46
In February, Pool engaged in some back-and-forth with Chomsky in the New York Review of Books, to little avail. 47 Schlesinger, reviewing Chomsky’s new book, American Power and the New Mandarins, wrote that “Chomsky’s idea of the responsibility of an intellectual is to forswear reasoned analysis, indulge in moralistic declamation, fabricate evidence when necessary, and shout always at the top of one’s voice.” 48 But the students who were listening to Noam Chomsky had no use for Arthur Schlesinger.
The antiwar movement on campus had grown; it had also divided between those favoring peaceful protest and calling for an end to defense-funded work and those demanding violent action. The first formed the Science Action Coordinating Committee, or SACC, while those more willing to commit violence joined a militant faction of Students for a Democratic Society, or SDS. The student members of SACC, along with forty-eight MIT faculty members, called for joining a nationwide strike and a teach-in on March 4, 1969, aimed at defense scientists working on university campuses. Student protesters called MIT “the Second Pentagon.” 49 Both groups, in leveling their charges, almost always singled out Pool, who, unlike many of his colleagues, had the courage to engage students in debate. That meant that reporters almost always singled him out, too. In April, a Boston Globe columnist called for people “to flush out the names of university professors doing government research on campus and with military-industrial affiliations.” One name the reporter already knew was that of Ithiel de Sola Pool, a man he described as “a large shareholder (and founder) in Simulmatics Corp.” 50 Confronted by MIT students in April, Pool refused to list his government contracts and consulting obligations. 51
Because Chomsky had named him, and because Pool didn’t retreat, Pool found himself in considerable peril, his very safety threatened. Someone planted a bomb in the bathroom of the Political Science Department. Someone threw Molotov cocktails at Pool’s house on Irving Street. Eleven-year-old Adam, home alone after school one day, answered the door to find his neighbor Daniel Patrick Moynihan on the doorstep; given the new threats on Ithiel’s life, Moynihan had come to bring Adam over to his house, where he’d be safe. 52
The attacks on Pool, as well as on Simulmatics, soon extended to Project Cambridge. In May, students announced a planned protest of the new project. “I hope we will have substantial department representation at the rally about Project CAM on Kresge lawn, Tuesday at noon,” Pool wrote to his colleagues in the Political Science Department, asking for faculty support. 53 Another memo, filed in Pool’s papers, is unsigned, but it appears to have been a draft of remarks Pool intended to deliver to his colleagues, urging them to join him in engaging with the students, which was one of Pool’s commitments. “The Department of Defense is not the KKK,” the memo reads. “It is an agency of the government of the United States, and it has a perfectly legitimate interest in certain kinds of social science. Yet, these days, for obvious and painful reasons, association with DoD offends some people. Shall we ignore their sense of offense, on the grounds of academic freedom, or shall we somehow accept it? For those who are offended, misguided or no, are members of our community, and to ignore their anger, whatever the substantive decision regarding the project, is not only to invite trouble—there are, after all, issues worth standing up for—but also to exclude them from the community.” 54
Pool’s commitment to debate, though, didn’t suit the times. The protesters continued to attack both him and Project Cambridge, which, in student pamphlets and leaflets, they invariably associated with Simulmatics. “Pool employs professors and graduate students to make secret pacification studies for the US in South Vietnam,” one indictment read. As for his latest initiative, “Behind all the glop, Project CAM is specific. Funds will go to back Pool’s work.” 55 That said, students weren’t alone in objecting to Project Cambridge. Distinguished MIT faculty members objected, too, including four of Licklider’s colleagues in the School of Engineering: they objected to its affiliation with the Department of Defense. 56
The national press picked up the story in May. 57 A feature story about the feud between Pool and Chomsky appeared in the New York Times Magazine. 58 A Washington Post syndicate piece on “secret research” on college campuses called Pool “one of the most successful of these Defense-endowed intellectuals,” associating him with Project CAM, which it linked to Project Camelot, and describing him as “a co-founder as well as a major stockholder and director of Simulmatics, a thriving private research and consulting firm which has done extensive work in South Vietnam.” 59 This coverage did not help efforts to find a buyer for Simulmatics.
Even as indictments of Simulmatics were rolling off the presses, Simulmatics, so far from thriving, neared bankruptcy. “At this moment we have a substantial tax loss carry-forward,” Pool wrote to a financial consultant, begging for advice. 60 Pool hired a Harvard Business School–trained consultant named George Leyland to write up a new business plan. Leyland had worked for the Census Bureau, and also for Honeywell, in its Data Processing Division. 61 Pool hoped Leyland would become Simulmatics’ new president. “Sales promotion activities in South East Asia are the only current activities of the company,” Leyland reported, recommending that even if new contracts came in, these should be separated off into another company and Simulmatics should concentrate on “social science oriented computer applications.” 62
That summer, when the campus emptied and quieted, Pool began distributing Leyland’s report to potential investors. 63 He tried to enlist support for restructuring the company. 64 But by the middle of August, he’d begun informing inquirers that “the Cambridge office of Simulmatics is no longer functioning.” 65 The Saigon office had closed. The New York office had closed. The Cambridge office had closed. What was left? When MIT students came back to campus in September 1969, lugging duffel bags, and got agitated about Simulmatics all over again, they were protesting a company that existed only on paper, punch cards, and magnetic reels.
More than half a million American troops were stationed in Vietnam in 1969. Nearly twelve thousand were killed in action that year. Americans were tired of the war and they were scared of the war and they were angry about the war—a war the United States would not get out of for four more long years. That fall, Daniel Ellsberg and Anthony Russo smuggled the Pentagon Papers out of the offices of RAND, in Santa Monica. They’d decided to leak the report to the public. Ellsberg left RAND and accepted a position at MIT, as a senior research associate at the Center for International Studies, housed in the Hermann Building, the same building as the Political Science Department. He and his wife moved into a house next door to Sam Popkin and his wife. Popkin, who finished his PhD in 1969, accepted a position as an assistant professor of government at Harvard.
“I don’t want to talk anymore, so you people aren’t going to be disturbed by talk,” the MIT student government president told incoming freshman at the beginning of the fall semester. “You’re going to be disturbed by action.” 66 In September 1969, at an all-day teach-in, Licklider patiently defended Project Cambridge. He had an extraordinary capacity to keep calm. He pointed out that students had been invited to the Project Cambridge planning meetings but none had ever shown up. He issued the invitation all over again. 67 But he was overshadowed by the day’s other speakers: Noam Chomsky and the Boston University political scientist and activist Howard Zinn. 68
In October, about 150 students demonstrated at MIT’s Center for International Studies, where both Ellsberg and Pool had offices. Demonstrators handed out leaflets that read, “Meet your local war criminal; come to the CIS.” Ellsberg had by now begun speaking against the war, allying himself with Chomsky and Zinn; secretly he was also engaged in the very dangerous work of trying to get the Pentagon Papers into the hands of the chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, J. William Fulbright. But not all the student organizers, engaged in a Stalinist-style purge of intellectuals with whom they disagreed, were convinced that a man from RAND could be trusted. One leaflet argued that Ellsberg, despite his “conversion” to the antiwar cause, “is still suspect.” But, they said, “People’s Enemy No. 1 is Ithiel de Sola Pool.” Forty students confronted Pool in his office foyer, demanding answers about Project Cambridge and Project ComCom. 69 Mainly, though, they indicted Simulmatics: “In 1959 Pool started Simulmatics, a corporation to sell the software he developed to the government. Its major contract was development of the strategic hamlet program in Vietnam.” 70
The student groups made demands, but they didn’t all make the same demands. MIT SDS demanded the immediate termination of seven research projects, including Project ComCom and Project Cambridge. 71 Some groups called for Pool and other members of the faculty to be fired, comparing them to German scientists who did research for the Nazis, although, as one flyer pointed out, other students had asked, “So what if they’re fired? If their work is so important, won’t they just go to the RAND Corp. (or Simulmatics)?” 72
When students protested outside his door, Pool invited them into his office to talk, but when asked to participate in a public debate, without assurance about the rules, he refused. “I will not appear at a mock trial by Storm Troopers,” he said. 73 He’d begun to find it impossible to remain calm. Maybe he could understand the attacks on Simulmatics. But the attacks on Project Cambridge—on no other grounds than its ARPA funding and Pool’s involvement—drove him over the edge. “We’re not here to enslave people,” Pool told a reporter. “But if people think the ultimate plan of the American Government is to enslave the world, they might think for a moment about the possibility of using Project Cambridge to improve the goodness of life.” 74
MIT students began, that fall, to attack not only Pool and Simulmatics and Project Cambridge but also, by association, ARPANET. In the fall of 1969, while college campuses thundered with the sound of protests, ARPANET went live for the first time, establishing a connection between computers at Stanford and UCLA. 75 “What hath God wrought?” Samuel Morse had tapped out in the first message sent by telegraph in 1844. At ten-thirty p.m. on October 29, 1969, a single message traveled from Los Angeles to Menlo Park, California: “LO,” the first two letters of the word “LOGIN,” before the system crashed. What would become the Internet had dawned, with very little sense of it having been wrought by God.
This demonstration didn’t attract attention, except in technical circles. But MIT was a technical circle. And, possibly because ARPANET was understood to be a brainchild of Licklider’s, some student protesters began to conflate ARPANET with Project Cambridge, as a de facto National Data Center.
“The whole computer set-up and the ARPA computer network will enable the government, for the first time, to consult relevant survey data rapidly enough to be used in policy decisions,” one SDS publication warned. “The so-called basic research to be supported by Project CAM will deal with questions like why do peasant movements or student groups become revolutionary. The results of this research will similarly be used to suppress progressive movements.” The Octoputer, they called it, adopting the name of an actual computer, a time-sharing system manufactured by RCA. 76
Pool and Licklider had invited Harvard to jointly sponsor Project Cambridge, because it made sense as a multi-campus initiative but also because they hoped Harvard’s affiliation would dilute the appearance that the project was yet another MIT defense project. But Harvard Yard had witnessed plenty of its own unrest. In the spring of 1969, the day after the Harvard-Radcliffe SDS pinned to the door of the president’s house a list of demands, including the end of ROTC on campus, Harvard students occupied University Hall after forcibly carrying a dean outside and chaining the doors shut. The university called in city and state police. With a battering ram, the officers forced their way into University Hall and removed the students, beating many with clubs, and arrested more than two hundred. Undergraduate Chris Wallace, son of the CBS newsman Mike Wallace (and himself later a Fox News host), reported on the scene for the student radio station; he, too, was carried away by the police. Given the chance to make a phone call, he called the radio station and filed a report, signing off, “This is Chris Wallace in custody.” 77
By the fall of 1969, the state of affairs at Harvard made its involvement in Project Cambridge far stickier than it had been a year before. Harvard therefore convened a faculty committee to consider the question of whether or not to join with MIT in the project. The committee solicited letters from members of the university community, to be held in confidence. The responses were evenly split, the community bitterly divided. The proposal drew strong support, mainly on the back of the argument that Harvard’s social sciences would be left behind if the university declined to participate. But those who opposed participation were not limited to student groups like the Harvard-Radcliffe SDS. A PhD political science candidate wrote the committee about “limitations as to the price an academic community can afford to pay in the pursuit of knowledge.” 78 An eminent cognitive psychologist called the proposal a “hasty mess.” 79 A philosopher asked the committee to evaluate the proposal alongside the ethical commitments of Kant and Rawls. 80 An engineering graduate student declared, in the statement most commonly made by those who opposed the initiative, “I believe that the purposes of this project are immoral.” 81
But no one objected to Harvard’s participation more eloquently than the well-known political sociologist Barrington Moore, who vigorously opposed Project Cambridge in a twelve-page letter to the committee. Computers, Moore argued, had been chiefly used by social scientists who were blinded by “the illusion of technical omnipotence.” Far more carefully than Chomsky, Moore made the case against government-funded behavioral science. “In Vietnam the combination of liberal paternalism with this illusion of technical omnipotence has encountered a defeat that has exposed not only the futility of this combination but also its cruelty and moral bankruptcy,” Moore wrote. “What was intended to bring freedom, abundance, and happiness to the world has turned quite literally to ashes, bringing in place of happiness death, terror, destruction and disease.” 82 Moore wanted to know: By what possible measure had these people earned the trust of their colleagues for the support of future work?
Even as the faculty committee was readying for a meeting, Harvard students marched into the dean’s office, demanding “the total dismemberment of Project Cambridge.” Outside the building, they chanted, “Stop Cam!” 83 David Bruck, an undergraduate who later became a defense attorney, wrote a scathing attack on the project in the student newspaper, the Harvard Crimson. “It was not to be an information gathering project as Camelot had been, but would center instead on developing new ways of using and interpreting behavioral science data,” he wrote, depicting the project as a cynical attempt by Pool to squeeze yet more money out of ARPA for already discredited work. Pool and Licklider had looked to Harvard out of a need to cloak this act of intellectual prostitution because, Bruck wrote, “M.I.T. is the Defense Department’s house whore.” 84
Pool wrote a lengthy response to Bruck’s article, in which he compared the student rebellion to McCarthyism and pointed out that Bruck had not even attempted to interview him. The Crimson declined to publish his letter. 85 Nor did the efforts of MIT’s Project Cambridge advisory committee to allay suspicion quiet the protests. 86 By late fall, those protests had risen to charges of war crimes.
On November 4, 1969, during a long-planned, coordinated demonstration at MIT known as the “November Actions,” protesters occupied the president’s office for three hours and, in a corridor outside, held a mock trial of Pool and three of his colleagues for war crimes. 87 They’d advertised the trial with posters pasted all over campus, featuring photographs of the four men.
WANTED FOR SERVING U.S. IMPERIALISM, FOR PLANNING AND DEVELOPING COUNTERINSURGENCY TECHNIQUES AT THE CENTER FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDIES ABOLISH THE CIS
Outside the Hermann Building, in a slashing rain, they directed their ire at Pool and his colleague Lucian Pye, chanting, “We won’t die for Pool and Pye.” About a hundred faculty and staff members and graduate students staged a counterprotest, wearing blue arm bands on their raincoats and carrying a banner they’d stitched together from blue sheets, urging an end to the war and celebrating the right to disagree. 88 They were defending what remained of liberalism.
But Pool, in the tumult and the terror, would no longer defend liberalism, instead following a path taken by so many former Trotskyites turned Cold Warriors, toward neoconservatism. He left liberalism behind. He left Simulmatics behind. He left Project Cambridge and Project ComCom behind. After 1969, he dedicated himself to writing about technologies of communication, and the communications revolution, and its implications for political life. He wrote the founding political theory of the Internet. He became, to technological utopians, a prophet.
“The propagandists of the SDS have found it convenient to make the name Pool a codeword,” he once complained, exhausted. They’d done the same with the Simulmatics Corporation, made it a codeword, used it as a buzzword, a cudgel. In the spring of 1970, antiwar activists marched from Boston Common to the last known address of Simulmatics in Cambridge, 930 Massachusetts Avenue, a tiny little house halfway between Harvard and MIT. The office was closed. The office was empty. There was no office. 89
And then, like everyone else in America, they forgot all about the Simulmatics Corporation. They forgot what it had once done, and what it meant, and what it had left behind, and how it had invented the future.
“What about the computers? Is that real data you’re running through the system or is it just practice stuff?”
“You watch,” he said.
—Don DeLillo, White Noise, 1985
Sam Popkin in handcuffs, 1972.
Simulmatics underwent bankruptcy proceedings in a courthouse in Manhattan on August 26, 1970, a day that happened to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the Nineteenth Amendment, guaranteeing women the right to vote. To honor the anniversary, fifty thousand people, mostly women, marched through the city in the Women’s Strike for Equality. In miniskirts and bell-bottoms and sheath dresses, flowered and paisley, they hooked arms and raised clenched fists and carried signs that read, w♀men unite! and eve was framed and era yes. They marched for equal rights and equal pay, for lesbian and gay rights, and for an end to the war in Vietnam. Organizers handed out questionnaires: “Have you ever resented it, even a little, that almost all the important political decisions are made by men?” 1 Naomi Spatz had loaned money to Ed Greenfield; she had to go to court to be registered as a Simulmatics creditor. She did that, and then she walked out of the courthouse and joined the march. 2
Simulmatics died. The fantasy of predicting human behavior by way of machines did not. Instead, it took new forms, forms that depended on forgetting that Simulmatics had ever existed.
By the time Simulmatics declared bankruptcy, the automated computer simulation of human behavior had fallen into disrepute, a casualty of McNamara’s simulated Vietnam, and of the disaster of urban renewal, its systems gone awry, its predictions proven wrong. In what one historian has called “the twilight of simulation,” universities stopped dedicating funding to systems analysis and simulation, journals stopped publishing, labs closed. MIT shut down its Urban Systems Lab, once headed by Ithiel de Sola Pool, in 1974. For a while it seemed that simulation would live on only in the form of computer games; the first version of SimCity appeared in 1989. 3
The people who’d worked for Simulmatics scattered. Peter Shulman, the onetime deputy director of Simulmatics’ Urban Studies Division, went to Vietnam with RAND in 1967, but when he came back to the States the next year, he left New York City for the countryside and became a dairy farmer. He moved around for a long time before settling on a place he called Moon Shadow Farm, where he installed an outdoor war game, a simulation spread over thirty acres and involving “over 60,000 hand sculpted soldiers and more than 5,000 scale vehicles.” They did battle on wooded hills, year after year after year, in an endless, haunted make-believe war. 4
In 1968, Thomas Morgan, Simulmatics’ onetime PR man, served as a press aide to the fervent antiwar candidate Eugene McCarthy. After McCarthy lost, Morgan became press secretary to the mayor of New York, John V. Lindsay. He later became editor of the Village Voice and then president of WNYC, a broadcasting conglomerate. 5 Alex Bernstein became a psychoanalyst. Father Joseph Hoc left a monastery outside Saigon for a rectory in Dorchester, Massachusetts, bringing along one of his brothers and some of his nieces and nephews. Ann Penner Winston and Gus Winston had a daughter together and then divorced. After the Tet Offensive, Kim Le and her fiancé, an American military adviser and former Rhodes scholar named Mike Cook, decided the war was hopeless and left Vietnam for the United States. 6 Cuc Thu Duong tried to get out of the country then, too: she wrote to Ithiel de Sola Pool to ask him for a job, but in 1968 he said he couldn’t help her. 7 She didn’t manage to get out of Vietnam with her three children until just before the fall of Saigon in 1975. Maureen Shea supported Cuc’s petition for political asylum, which was eventually granted by the Immigration and Naturalization Service; she settled in New Jersey. 8 In 1968, Shea moved to Wisconsin to help out on the campaign, for state treasurer, of Les Aspin, an MIT-trained military analyst she’d met in Saigon while working for Simulmatics. They married in 1969 and divorced ten years later. In 1993, Aspin became Bill Clinton’s secretary of defense.
Minnow McPhee, her divorce finalized in 1970, remarried in Colorado in 1976. Ten years later she published a book of advice for new parents. She called it Praise and Patience. 9 Jim Coleman moved from Johns Hopkins to the University of Chicago. At the height of the fury over the Coleman Report, during the forced busing debates in the early 1970s, leading members of the American Sociological Association tried to revoke his membership; after the fury’s ebb, he was elected the association’s president. In 1970 Al de Grazia founded an alternative university, the University of the New World, in the Swiss Alps. When Pool came to speak as a guest lecturer, students protested his visit. A Swiss television journalist investigated the university for fraud. 10 In 1976, Daniel Patrick Moynihan won election to the Senate, as a Democrat from New York. He was succeeded, in 2001, by Hillary Clinton. Newton Minow, after serving in the Kennedy administration as chairman of the Federal Communications Commission, returned to law practice in Chicago at Sidley Austin. In 1988, Minow hired as a summer intern a young law school student named Barack Obama. Bill Clinton awarded Arthur Schlesinger Jr. the National Humanities Medal in 1998; Schlesinger died in 2007. Barack Obama awarded Newton Minow the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2016, the month that Donald Trump, following a campaign aided by Facebook News and Cambridge Analytica, defeated Hillary Clinton to become the forty-fifth president of the United States.
After Patty Greenfield’s death in 1968, her children went to friends’ houses and boarding schools in western Massachusetts. Their father mailed them packages, fancy boxes of opulent gifts. Jennifer, the littlest, who’d lost her mother when she was only four, lived for a while with her elementary school teacher. When she was six and seven, her father would arrange for her to take a Greyhound bus to New York, where he lavished her with affection. He took her for lunch in the Grand Ballroom at the Plaza, like the children’s book character Eloise. He took her shopping at Saks Fifth Avenue. He kept his suit pockets full of cash, wads of money. They toured apartments he could not possibly afford and studied brochures for vacations to Europe they would never take. 11
He dreamed more dreams. He dreamed of understanding other people’s feelings. He got an idea for another company. “I’m going to do this again,” he’d say. It’d be easier this time. There was so much more data. Nothing could stop anyone from simply taking it, scooping up data like shovelfuls of sand from a beach. He died of a heart attack in 1983, only fifty-six years old, this dream unrealized, but he’d planned to collect so much data about so many things that he’d be able to tell how people were feeling and then to sell that information to other companies: a tracking service. 12 He called it the Mood Corporation. 13
No one ever really publicly debated what Simulmatics had done. It had been too small a player, too weak a company, too clumsy a corporation. But a national debate did follow, a debate that buried the history of Simulmatics under its weight, like the wreckage after a storm.
Early in 1971, a Senate investigation demonstrated that the U.S. Army had collected data and conducted surveillance on civil rights figures, antiwar activists, and political dissidents and had stored those records in computers, treating American citizens as if they were foreign combatants. In a report entitled Federal Data Banks, Computers, and the Bill of Rights, a Senate subcommittee concluded that “the men who ran the domestic war room kept records not unlike those maintained by their counterparts in the computerized war rooms in Saigon.” 14 Those war rooms in Saigon, if not the computers, became the subject of far more scrutiny just months later when the New York Times began publishing the McNamara-commissioned study of U.S. involvement in Vietnam from 1945 to 1967 that Daniel Ellsberg had smuggled out of his office at RAND in 1969. (Pool, on hearing that it was Ellsberg who’d leaked the Pentagon Papers, said, “Doesn’t he realize he’ll never get a clearance again?” “I was expecting to go to prison for the rest of my life,” Ellsberg wryly said later, “and Ithiel wanted to know whether I understood that I’d never get another dollar from the federal government.”) 15
The McNamara report chronicled the lies and blunders of one administration after another, from Truman through Johnson. It did not indict the Nixon administration, but Nixon nevertheless resolved both to halt publication and to punish the leakers. On June 15, 1971, two days after the Times printed its first excerpt from the Pentagon Papers, the U.S. Department of Justice filed suit in the U.S. District Court for the Southern District of New York seeking a temporary restraining order; the court granted the request. Days later, the Washington Post began publishing excerpts, after which Nixon’s Department of Justice sought a similar restraining order in the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia. The judge denied the request, a decision upheld the next day by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit. On June 23, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit remanded the Times case to district court. Finally, on June 30, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled, 6–3, that the U.S. government could not halt American newspapers from publishing the Pentagon Papers.
Thwarted in its attempt to halt the publication of the Pentagon Papers, the Nixon Justice Department redoubled its effort to punish the leakers. A grand jury in Los Angeles indicted Ellsberg and Anthony Russo on charges of theft and unauthorized possession of documents. A second grand jury was impaneled in Boston to identify people who had assisted Ellsberg in securing, photocopying, and releasing the papers. In particular, the Boston investigation sought knowledge of who, in Massachusetts, had helped get the papers from Ellsberg to New York Times reporter Neil Sheehan. But to a lot of people, the Boston grand jury looked like an attempt to hassle antiwar activists, “an uncalled for inquisition of Ellsberg’s friends and associates.” 16 Those friends included Simulmatics’ Samuel Popkin.
Popkin, twenty-nine, had gotten friendly with Ellsberg in 1970 when, as neighbors in Cambridge, they and their wives spent a lot of time together. Popkin had been in Hong Kong when the Pentagon Papers were published, but on July 12, after he returned to the United States, the FBI questioned him in Cambridge. 17 Popkin told them he’d learned about the leaking of the release of the report only by reading about it in the newspaper. But the FBI also investigated reporters who went to Cambridge that summer. On July 21, Detroit Free Press reporter Saul Friedman, working on a profile of Ellsberg, stayed at the Sheraton Commander Hotel, on Cambridge Common, and spent nine minutes on the phone with Ithiel de Sola Pool. The next morning, Friedman called Ellsberg. The FBI acquired Friedman’s phone records on August 8. 18 And the FBI’s interest in Popkin increased when agents discovered that the Popkins and the Ellsbergs used the same maid, a Chilean woman, whom the FBI questioned repeatedly, not least because she told an agent that “chief among her duties at the Ellsbergs’ was tidying up Daniel Ellsberg’s office when he slept.” 19
On August 11, a Special Investigations Unit whose formation Nixon had ordered immediately after the release of the Pentagon Papers reported to the president that Popkin was on a list of people to be subpoenaed by the grand jury in Boston, a list that included Noam Chomsky and New York Times reporter David Halberstam. 20 Most of those subpoenaed by the Boston grand jury did not cooperate. Halberstam pleaded the First Amendment. On August 19, 1971, the prosecutor asked Popkin, “What is your opinion as to persons you believe possessed a copy of the Pentagon Papers in Massachusetts prior to June 13, 1971?” Popkin refused to answer.
Critics of the Nixon Justice Department’s persecution of dissenters viewed the Boston and Los Angeles investigations as two arms of the same inquiry, denounced both as unconstitutional, and understood them as of a piece with the U.S. Army’s domestic surveillance program. “The grand jury probe, which continues at high speed in Boston and in Los Angeles, is a direct threat to the anti-war movement and to the constitutional rights which have traditionally allowed such movements to exist,” a reporter for the Harvard Crimson wrote in September 1971. “These events are not occurring in a vacuum,” the Crimson writer continued. “For the past two and a half years, the Administration’s cavalier views of civil liberties have combined with recent decisions by the federal judiciary to turn the grand jury system into a powerful political weapon in the government’s battle with the American left.” 21
Popkin, who had long since become an opponent of the war, fought to protect his sources and he also fought for scholarly independence from the federal government. In defying the grand jury, he argued that to answer questions about his knowledge of Ellsberg and the Pentagon Papers would be to risk jeopardizing people he’d interviewed in Vietnam, beginning in the summer of 1966, including top military brass who’d spoken to him in confidence. He refused to betray them. Called twice more, he twice more refused to answer, citing a “scholar’s privilege” to protect the sources of his research, akin to the protection claimed by journalists as a “reporter’s privilege.”
Popkin’s plight had very little to do with Simulmatics, other than the fact that it was working for Simulmatics that had taken him to Vietnam in the first place, but, especially after the tumult on the campuses of Harvard and MIT in 1968 and 1969, Popkin’s dilemma called into sharp relief the question of where the line is to be drawn between the university and the government. The Harvard Faculty Council voted unanimously to support Popkin’s right to refuse to speak to the grand jury. Twenty-four political and social scientists from Harvard and Yale faculty submitted affidavits in his support. 22
Pool by now publicly supported the Nixon administration and, before the election of 1972, actively advanced the Nixon campaign. He told a reporter he’d been forced to leave the Democratic Party. “It is the party that has turned around, not me,” he said. 23 In 1950, when Pool and Nixon were both much younger men, Nixon had come to Pool’s aid, using his influence to help Pool get a security clearance. They’d been Cold Warriors together, sharing foreign policy objectives even as they disagreed about a domestic agenda. Pool had worked for every Democratic presidential candidate since Adlai Stevenson’s campaign in 1952. But the Vietnam War had realigned the parties. In 1968, Pool had wavered. In 1972, he threw his weight behind Nixon.
But Nixon, running for reelection, had grown more paranoid and more vengeful than ever. He’d also become dangerously reckless. On June 17, 1972, five men broke into rooms in the hotel that served as the headquarters of the Democratic National Committee: the offices of Lawrence O’Brien (whom Simulmatics had reported to during the 1960 Kennedy campaign). These five men, who came to be known as the “plumbers,” were trying to bug the DNC—or, rather, to repair bugs they’d installed during an earlier break-in, at the end of May. After bugging O’Brien’s office, they were supposed to go next to the offices of the presumed Democratic nominee, South Dakota senator George McGovern, but they never got there. Instead, they were caught by a security guard and arrested by the police. Quite who they were, and who’d hired them, was not immediately clear.
Three days after the arrests at the Watergate, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who worked in the Nixon administration as an assistant to the president on domestic affairs, alerted Nixon aide H. R. Haldeman that “an amazing number of people around Harvard and MIT are extremely upset at the prospect of McGovern’s nomination” and named “one particular” individual that the Nixon campaign ought to reach out to: Ithiel de Sola Pool. 24 By October, Pool had been named an honorary vice chair of Democrats for Nixon. 25 He joined Scholars for the President, with fifty-four other academics, including Irving Kristol, Milton Friedman, and Robert Bork, and signed a letter published in the New York Times on October 15, supporting the Committee for the Re-election of the President. 26
While Pool avowed Nixon, Popkin’s persecution at the hands of the Nixon Justice Department became a national political cause. As the New York Times reported on November 1, the grand jury had become entangled “in an almost impenetrable thicket of legal objections raised by a group of doggedly recalcitrant witnesses.” Popkin did appear before the grand jury but, as the Times reported, “the jury of 23 mostly dour, middle-aged Bostonians heard hardly a word of testimony.” 27 Cited for contempt, Popkin appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, which, in United States v. Popkin, refused to hear the case. 28 He was next scheduled to appear before the grand jury in November 1972, just after the election.
To the public, the June 17 break-in at the Watergate Hotel looked like little more than a bungled burglary until October 10, 1972, when the Washington Post published the first of a series of stories reported by Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein: the break-in, the FBI now confirmed, had been part of “a massive campaign of political spying and sabotage conducted on behalf of President Nixon’s re-election and directed by officials of the White House and the Committee for the Re-election of the President.” 29
Nevertheless, on November 7, Nixon was reelected, winning more than 60 percent of the popular vote, eviscerating McGovern, who lost even his home state of South Dakota and won only a single state: Massachusetts. “What ever happened to Watergate?” an ABC News correspondent asked Nixon aide John Ehrlichman during the jubilation at the Nixon campaign on Election Night. Ehrlichman laughed and laughed. “I don’t know,” he said. “Apparently nothing!” 30
Two weeks later, on November 21, a judge in Boston sent Popkin to prison for contempt of court and sentenced him to serve for the life of the grand jury in Norfolk County Jail in Dedham, Massachusetts. 31 Times columnist Tom Wicker wrote a piece called “Liberty in Shackles” to call attention to Popkin’s plight, lamenting that “the Government has demonstrated no purpose of any legitimate kind in taking a teacher off to prison in handcuffs.” 32 Columnist Anthony Lewis suggested that “if the spirit of liberty survives in the United States, we shall be grateful to Samuel Popkin.” 33 Newspapers published photographs of Popkin behind bars. The Times reported that he was “believed to be the first American scholar . . . jailed for protecting sources of information.” 34 Seventy professors, mostly from MIT and Harvard, including Ithiel de Sola Pool, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and two more of Popkin’s former Simulmatics colleagues, Robert Abelson and James Coleman, signed a letter characterized as a “brief statement of moral support,” indicating their “respect and admiration for his willingness to face imprisonment.” 35
And then, suddenly, with no explanation to the public but apparently in order to avoid the appearance of entanglement with Ellsberg’s trial in Los Angeles, the Boston grand jury was discharged and Popkin was released. 36 Not long afterward, Ellsberg’s first trial in Los Angeles was declared a mistrial. Eventually, charges against both Ellsberg and Russo were dropped after it was revealed that burglars hired by the White House had been caught breaking into the office of Ellsberg’s psychiatrist. Popkin never knew quite why he’d been the subject of so much grand jury attention, and historians have never been able to figure it out, either. 37
The 1972 election obscured a turning point in the history of technology: the beginning of personal computing and the unveiling of what would become the Internet. “Ready or not, computers are coming to the people,” Stewart Brand predicted in Rolling Stone in December 1972. 38 Woodward and Bernstein broke the Watergate story. Stewart Brand broke the story of the coming computer revolution. Hardly anyone else noticed, at least not in 1972, a year when all eyes turned to what had happened in the Watergate Hotel, but very few paid attention to what had gone on in another Washington hotel, the Hilton.
On October 24, 1972, at the first ever meeting of the International Conference on Computer Communication, in the ballroom of the Washington, D.C., Hilton, ARPANET, the network first imagined by J.C.R. Licklider, the network that would become the Internet, was demonstrated to the public for the first time. Anyone who wanted to could log on to the network from any one of twenty-nine different terminals. It was possible, within that room, to play chess with a computer at MIT’s Artificial Intelligence Lab, to get psychiatric advice from a program at the Cambridge firm of Bolt Beranek and Newman, or to ask questions of a terminal at UCLA named TIMMY. Each program demonstrated the reliability, speed, and capacity of the network: from a terminal in Washington, it was possible to talk to computers all over the country. 39
No major news outlet reported on the demonstration of ARPANET, which would turn out to be one of the most important events in human history, as important as the first demonstration of the printing press. At the time, outside the worlds of computer science and engineering, its significance was difficult to see. And between Watergate and the election, reporters had their hands full.
Brand, though, wasn’t interested in Watergate or even the election. He was interested in the coming countercultural computer revolution. Born in Illinois in 1938, Brand had graduated from Stanford in 1960 and, after serving in the army, had joined a movement known as the New Communalism, which was powerfully influenced by the eccentric visionary Buckminster Fuller, the same man who, for his friend Frank Safford, Patty Greenfield’s father, had built the geodesic dome, where the scientists of Simulmatics had met in 1961. Brand carried Fuller’s technological utopianism into his vision for what would one day become the Internet.
In the 1960s, Fuller’s iconic geodesic domes—miniature Spaceship Earths—were favored structures on communes. Fuller was the great-nephew of the radical writer, transcendentalist, and social utopian Margaret Fuller, and his futurism borrowed from transcendentalism and attached to it a mid-twentieth-century vision of technological utopia, an imagined escape from the dour and deathly machines of the Cold War and into a new era in which machines would be designed, and put to use, for human fulfillment, a realization of bliss. “If man is to continue as a successful pattern-complex function in universal evolution,” Fuller wrote in 1960, “it will be because the next decades will have witnessed the artist-scientist’s spontaneous seizure of the prime design responsibility and his successful conversion of the total capability of tool-augmented man from killingry to advanced livingry.” For Stewart Brand, an LSD advocate and one of Ken Kesey’s Merry Pranksters, the commune answered the atomization of Cold War America. But communal living required tools, a taking back of the machine. In 1968, from his base in Menlo Park, California, Brand launched the Whole Earth Catalog, with the motto “access to tools.” (“The insights of Buckminster Fuller are what initiated this catalog,” Brand wrote in its inaugural issue.) 40
In 1972, when ARPANET made its debut, Brand celebrated the liberation of the computer from big business. “That’s good news, maybe the best since psychedelics,” he wrote in Rolling Stone. While students at MIT protested the Vietnam War, people around Stanford rebuilt the machine as something that could be homegrown and emancipatory, a tool for personal liberation and collective transformation. They formed outfits like the Homebrew Computer Club and the People’s Computer Company. 41 Brand, in Rolling Stone, called ARPA “an astonishingly enlightened research program from the very top of the Defense Department.” The essay, a fawning profile of Stanford’s Artificial Intelligence Lab, with photographs by Annie Leibovitz, celebrated the zaniness of the lab’s computer scientists and the playfulness of their new online game, a war simulation called Spacewar. “The setting and decor at AI is Modern Mad Scientist,” Brand wrote, “long hallways and cubicles and large windowless rooms, brutal fluorescent light, enormous machines humming and clattering, robots on wheels, scurrying arcane technicians.” The computer scientists there were antiwar and anti-Nixon, as the posters on the wall made clear. But, mainly, they were anti-establishment. They were hackers, freaks, geeks. They’d linked their lab up to ARPANET, but Brand wasn’t down on ARPA or its Cold War, missile-defense origins: “Poetically enough it owes its origin to real spacewar,” he wrote, and its early history was “full of freedom and weirdness.” ARPA was groovy. Giant institutionally owned computers, so far, had been used mainly, as Brand wrote, “to answer in detail questions that begin, ‘What if?’ ” but their real usefulness had yet to be seen, or even glimpsed. He was sure of two things: computers were coming to the people and the revolution was at hand. 42
The New Left’s rage against the machine—Do Not Fold, Bend, Spindle, or Mutilate—ended in 1972. Hackers became the new New Communalists, and the coming network of networks their new commune. With the rise of the personal computer in the 1970s and 1980s, the machine became the New Left’s salvation, the coming Internet an engine of personal liberation, a computer version of Buckminster Fuller’s idea of the world as Spaceship Earth, a free, universal, online commune, a Whole Earth experiment. 43 In one of the stranger ironies of this history, Ithiel de Sola Pool became this new movement’s idol and prophet.
Few observers could have detected signs of this particular realignment. Nixon took his reelection as a repudiation of liberalism, the death knell for the Great Society, and a turning point for a new, anti-government conservatism. In his Second Inaugural Address, on January 20, 1973, he promised to end the war in Vietnam and to end the rule of experts. “In trusting too much in government,” he said, “we have asked of it more than it can deliver.” Two days later, Lyndon B. Johnson, at home on his ranch in Texas, suffered a heart attack; he died, some said, of a broken heart.
But if conservatives argued against trusting too much in government, so, too, did liberals. As the Watergate scandal unraveled, the investigation, down to the strange case of Samuel Popkin, demonstrated the extent of Nixon’s willingness to use the federal government and, in particular, the powers of the executive to spy on American citizens and hobble and punish his political enemies. Nixon resigned on August 9, 1974. Among the many legacies of Watergate, the debate that had begun with the proposed National Data Center in 1966 raged on, animated by a fear of data collection that was almost exclusively directed at the federal government, not at corporations. Only months after Nixon’s resignation, Congress passed the Privacy Act, which opened with an indictment: “Increasing use of computers and sophisticated information technology, while essential to the efficient operations of the Government, has greatly magnified the harm to individual privacy that can occur.” It required the Department of Justice to establish the Data Integrity Board. It made scant provisions for protecting private data from corporations. 44
Not long afterward, fear of government-run computers and government-held data led to a misguided attempt to expose ARPANET, which had never been secret. Early in 1975, an ambitious young NBC reporter named Ford Rowan began an investigation of his own into the Nixon White House. In June 1975, in a series of three explosive reports on NBC Nightly News, Rowan claimed to have uncovered yet another conspiracy and another cover-up.
“NBC News has learned that the government has built a secret electronic intelligence network that gives the White House, the CIA, and the Defense Department instant access to computer files on millions of Americans,” Rowan told Americans. “The secret computer network was made possible by dramatic breakthroughs in the technique of hooking different makes and models of computers together . . . so they can talk to one another and share information.” Americans sat up in their chairs. Members of Congress began fielding calls from constituents. Rowan went on: “If you pay taxes, or use a credit card, if you drive a car, or have ever served in the military, if you’ve ever been arrested, or even investigated by a police agency, if you’ve had major medical expenses or contributed to a national political party, there is information on you somewhere in some computer.”
Rowan tied this “secret computer network” to the long-abandoned National Data Center. “Congress has always been afraid that computers, if all linked together, could turn the government into ‘big brother.’ . . . In 1968 it killed a proposal for a national data bank. . . . But NBC News has learned that while Congress was voting down plans for big computer link-ups, the Defense Department was developing exactly that capability: the technology to connect virtually every computer . . . is now in operation.” 45
Hardly anyone knows about this secret network, Rowan said. But, actually, ARPANET was not and had never been a classified project. No one had been much interested when it had been demonstrated at the Washington Hilton in October 1972, a demonstration open to the public. And while it was true that not many people knew about it, that was only because, aside from Stewart Brand, not many people had cared.
Nevertheless, the Senate, still in a Watergate mood, opened hearings into this supposedly secret government network. Testifying before a Senate committee, the deputy assistant secretary of defense acknowledged that the U.S. Army had indeed conducted surveillance on and kept data files on Americans involved in “civil disturbances”—political protests. But that had nothing to do with ARPANET, which, as he pointed out, had been “discussed extensively in open literature since 1969,” with the idea that it would become “commercially available” both in the United States and around the world: “We are at a loss to imagine why anyone would try to hide outdated data on civil disturbances over 5 years old in an unclassified computer network widely available to subscribers in the academic community.” He professed himself perplexed. “Let me emphasize that it is not a ‘secret’ network, that it is used for scientific research purposes, that it contains no sociological or intelligence data on personalities, and that it is a marvel in many ways,” he said. “It does not fit the Orwellian mold attributed to it.” 46
The Senate committee also called Jerome Wiesner, who had been a science and technology adviser to the Kennedy administration and was in 1975 the president of MIT. (Wiesner had also been called to testify in 1971, at the hearings about federal data banks and the Bill of Rights.) Wiesner discounted Rowan’s story as misinformed, but he still took the Senate investigation seriously: he expressed more concern than anyone else at the hearings about the issues Rowan had raised. Wiesner warned of the danger of “information tyranny,” given the lack of safeguards on the collection and analysis of data, both by public agencies and by private interests. He urged Congress, as he had done in 1971, to establish a federal watchdog authority, possibly through the FCC, “to review regularly the public and private information gathering and processing activities within the country. The agency should have the authority to examine the nature and extent of such activities and should report its findings to the Congress and the public.” 47 The FCC did not assume this oversight authority, partly because Ithiel de Sola Pool spent much of the remainder of his career arguing that it shouldn’t.
The MIT student protests over Simulmatics and Project Cambridge in 1968 and 1969 had made it almost impossible for Pool to continue in the fields of computer modeling and simulation. 48 As he moved into new research, much of Pool’s early work was either forgotten or credited to other people. He spent much of the rest of his life, at great length and over many years, making the case that new forms of communication should be allowed to develop without government regulation.
In the 1970s and early 1980s, Pool wrote, influentially and brilliantly, about emerging technologies: cable television, e-mail, ARPANET, microcomputers, personal computers, social networks and the fast-developing Internet, and the international network of networks. He’d been making spot-on predictions since the 1960s. “In the 21st Century, the sort of critic who now attacks conformity in society may be complaining of an atomized society,” Pool had written in 1968. “Modern technology, he’ll assert, has destroyed our common cultural base and has left us living in a little world of his own.” 49 With each passing year, his predictions only got more accurate. “New technology is allowing the editors of mass media to tailor their contents to the interest of small specialized audiences,” he wrote in the early 1980s, two decades before other observers would first notice this trend. Networking computer networks, he predicted, would produce “communities without boundaries.” 50 He also advocated the abolition of the FCC’s Fairness Doctrine (critiqued by conservatives as unduly suppressing conservative political views). And he argued against government regulation of what would become the Internet.
“Communications policy in the United States most seriously lost its way” in the 1920s, Pool argued in his award-winning 1983 book, Technologies of Freedom: On Free Speech in an Electronic Age. The 1927 Radio Act established the federal government regulation of radio transmissions; Congress extended that principle in the 1934 Communications Act, which established the Federal Communications Commission. Pool derided this body of legislation as emerging out of a misguided concern about corporate monopoly and representing the overreach of the New Deal. Its era, he said, had come to an end. In the new world, there will be networks upon networks upon networks, all interconnected, Pool told his readers. The world will shrink. Processes will be distributed; searching will be conducted by artificial intelligence that will learn by doing. The regulatory regimes of older technologies—the common carrier services of radio, telephone, and television—had been an error. The new regime could correct this error by deregulating what had already been invented and not regulating what was yet to be imagined. “The future of communications will be radically different from its past because of such artificial intelligence,” he wrote. “If media become ‘demassified’ to serve individual wants, it will not be by throwing upon lazy readers the arduous task of searching vast information bases, but by programming computers heuristically to give particular readers more of what they chose the last time.” 51
Few people read Pool’s words more avidly than Stewart Brand. “With each passing year the value of this 1983 book becomes more evident,” he wrote. 52 Pool died at the age of sixty-six in the Orwellian year of 1984, the year Apple launched its first Macintosh, the year MIT was establishing a new lab, the Media Lab. Two years later, Brand moved to Cambridge to take a job at the Media Lab, a six-story, $45 million building designed by I. M. Pei and named after Jerome Wiesner, a building that represented nothing so much as a newer version of Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic dome. Brand didn’t so much conduct research at the Media Lab as promote its agenda, as in his best-selling 1987 book, The Media Lab: Inventing the Future at M.I.T. The entire book, Brand said, bore the influence of Ithiel de Sola Pool, especially his Technologies of Freedom. “His book was the single most helpful text in preparing the book you’re reading and the one I would most recommend for following up issues raised here,” Brand wrote. “His interpretations of what’s really going on with the new communications technologies are the best in print.” Brand cited Pool’s work on page after page after page, treating him as the Media Lab’s founding father, which he was. 53
“A global computer is taking shape, and we’re all connected to it,” Brand wrote. 54 It would be a new commune. The MIT Media Lab’s founders encouraged its faculty to spend their time in lucrative consulting arrangements, Simulmatics-style, all aimed at inventing the future, a future that Stewart Brand pictured as a post-national global world of harmony, a world of people carrying computers in their pockets or implanted in their heads. Brand made a cult of Media Lab figures, the visionary scientist Marvin Minsky, the dead prophet Ithiel de Sola Pool. Corporations funded almost all of the Media Lab’s research. In this world, the future of the Media Lab’s invention, technologies of communication—from electronic publishing and e-mail to “personal television” and the “personal newspaper”—solve all problems: social problems, economic problems, political problems.
Brand had long since left life on an actual commune behind, in favor of corporate life—newly dubbed, in Silicon Valley, “entrepreneurship.” In 1987, he co-founded the Global Business Network, encouraging online entrepreneurship. In 1990, the Department of Defense turned ARPANET over to the National Science Foundation’s NSFNET network, which was decommissioned in 1995 when the private sector took it over. Libertarians had made common cause with conservatives, arguing for opening the Internet up to commercial traffic as a libertarian and even anarchist free market utopia, outside of any possible federal government agency or regulation. In 1994 Wired magazine published “The Merry Pranksters Go to Washington.” The New Communalists, in the form of men like Brand, joined forces with the New Right, led by Newt Gingrich. An unregulated Internet would be the least noticed element of Gingrich’s Contract with America. 55
“The real legacy of the sixties generation is the computer revolution,” Brand announced in Time magazine. “The counterculture’s scorn for centralized authority provided the philosophical foundations of not only the leaderless Internet but also the entire personal-computer revolution,” he insisted. 56 But the real philosophical foundation for the argument that these emerging technologies should be free of all government regulation came less from the counterculture than from Pool’s Technologies of Freedom and from his Technologies Without Boundaries, posthumously published in 1990. Pool’s arguments in these two books served as the backbone for the Newt Gingrich-affiliated Progress and Freedom Foundation’s 1994 Magna Carta for the Knowledge Age. “The meaning of freedom, structures of self-government, definition of property, nature of competition, conditions for cooperation, sense of community and nature of progress will each be redefined for the Knowledge Age,” the new Magna Carta read, in lines that could have been written by Pool. 57 Pool’s work equally informed the 1996 “Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace,” drafted by another leading counterculture figure, John Perry Barlow, a former lyricist for the Grateful Dead. “We are creating a world where anyone, anywhere may express his or her beliefs, no matter how singular, without fear of being coerced into silence or conformity,” Barlow wrote. 58 And, most lastingly, Pool’s argument for treating the emerging Internet as a “technology of freedom” formed the underlying logic of the 1996 Telecommunications Act, under whose terms earlier campaigns to treat the Internet the way the federal government treated radio—as a regulated public utility—were abandoned.
The new Internet followed no rules but many mantras. Content must be free. Media solves all problems. Data drives predictions. Soon, the Internet began to host social media companies. With the founding of Facebook, Pool’s theory of social networks at last found the perfect algorithmic expression, a twenty-first-century version of the Mood Corporation.
Years before, so many long years before, while trying to perfect a mathematical model, Pool had sent around the country a list of names, asking people he knew if they knew any of the same people he knew: If you ran into “Edward L. Greenfield, Public Relations, N.Y.C. Formerly Univ. of Chicago, Yale Law School,” on the street, would you recognize him? Would you say hello? Would Ed Greenfield know you, too? “Check here if you know this person.” 59 Was he an acquaintance? Was he a friend? How many degrees of separation is the population of the entire planet from Edward L. Greenfield?
Years before, so many years before, Ed Greenfield had pulled together the best and the brightest: scientists of human behavior, ad men, computer men. He wanted to build a machine to predict human behavior. Greenfield must have believed they’d failed. He’d lost everything. But Simulmatics hadn’t failed. The automated simulation of human behavior became the human condition.
Maybe Bill McPhee, the man who’d invented the People Machine and then walked away from Simulmatics in 1961, understood better than anyone the nature and tragedy of its success. Maybe he’d even come to understand that the Simulmatics scientists’ bargain had been Faustian. In Colorado, he settled in a cabin high in the Rocky Mountains, where he lived alone, often snowbound. In 1984, he retired from the University of Colorado and moved to New Mexico. He went on and off his psychiatric medication. He suffered, too, from diabetes and, a lifelong smoker, from emphysema. 60
The Internet opened to commercial traffic, and in 1996, a year during which ten thousand websites were launched every day, Bob Dole became the first U.S. presidential candidate to host a website. Two years later, the year Google was founded, Bill McPhee died at the age of seventy-seven. Sitting in front of his computer, he shot himself in the head. 61
So we made our own computer out of macaroni pieces
And it did our thinking while we lived our lives.
—Regina Spektor, “The Calculation,” 2009
The MIT Media Lab, 1985.
The Simulmatics Corporation is a relic of its time, an artifact of the Eisenhower-Kennedy-Nixon Cold War, a product of the Madison Avenue of Ralston Purina and Colgate-Palmolive and Young & Rubicam and BBDO, a casualty of midcentury American liberalism. But the People Machine was also hobbled by its time, by the technological limitations of its day: the 1960s threw sand in its gears. Data was scarce. Models were weak. Computers were slow. The machine faltered, and the men who built it could not repair it: the company’s behavioral scientists had very little business sense, its chief mathematician struggled with insanity, its computer scientist fell behind the latest research, its president drank too much, and nearly all of their marriages were falling apart. They treat their wives like dirt, said Minnow McPhee. The machine sputtered, sparks flying, smoke rising, and ground to a halt, its lights blinking, wildly, desperately, before going dark.
Simulmatics failed, but not before its scientists built a very early version of the machine in which humanity would in the early twenty-first century find itself trapped, a machine that applies the science of psychological warfare to the affairs of ordinary life, a machine that manipulates opinion, exploits attention, commodifies information, divides voters, fractures communities, alienates individuals, and undermines democracy. “What does it take for people to recognize a dystopia?” the virtual reality pioneer Jaron Lanier asked in 2019, anguished, heartbroken. 1 Long before the age of quarantine and social distancing, Simulmatics helped atomize the world.
It had begun sixty years before, with the best of intentions. In 1959, hoping to build a better America, Simulmatics pioneered the use of computer-run simulation, pattern detection and prediction in American political campaigning, segmenting the electorate into voter types and issues into clusters in order to advise candidates about strategies for voter-targeted issues. In 1961, Simulmatics introduced what-if simulation to the advertising industry, targeting segmented consumers with custom-fit messages. In 1962, Simulmatics became the first data firm to provide real-time computing to an American newspaper for the purpose of analyzing election results. In 1963, Simulmatics simulated the entire economy of a developing nation, with an eye toward halting the advance of socialism and inoculating post-colonial nations from the temptations of Communist revolution. Beginning in 1965, Simulmatics conducted psychological research in Vietnam as part of a larger project of waging a war by way of computer-run data analysis and modeling. In 1967 and 1968, on the streets of American cities, Simulmatics attempted to build a race-riot prediction machine. In 1969, after mad assassins murdered Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, after Patty Greenfield fell off a balcony and Ithiel de Sola Pool’s students called him a war criminal, the People Machine crashed, and Simulmatics filed for bankruptcy.
“The Company proposes to engage principally in estimating probable human behavior by the use of computer technology,” Ed Greenfield had promised investors. By the early twenty-first century, the mission of Simulmatics had become the mission of many corporations, from manufacturers to banks to predictive policing consultants. Collect data. Write code. Detect patterns. Target ads. Predict behavior. Direct action. Encourage consumption. Influence elections. It became impossible to read a newspaper or open a refrigerator or buy shampoo or cast a vote or sign a petition or go to the dentist without having had one’s probable human behavior estimated by the use of computer technology. If, then, long ago, Simulmatics had not undertaken this work, it would have been done by someone else. But if, then, someone else had done it, it might have been done differently.
Or maybe the government would have accepted its obligation to monitor emerging technologies. Instead, the government abdicated that obligation, a responsibility to establish rules, safeguards, and standards relating to the collection and use of personal data for the purpose of directing human behavior. Plainly, all of this might have gone differently. Plenty of people believed at the time that a people machine was entirely and utterly amoral. “My own opinion is that such a thing (a) cannot work, (b) is immoral, (c) should be declared illegal,” Newton Minow had written to Arthur Schlesinger in 1959. “Please advise.” 2 Please advise. “Some critics say this is dehumanizing and an affront to human dignity,” Ithiel de Sola Pool admitted in 1962. He waved that criticism aside. “Our assumption is that knowledge is a good thing. Why should politicians operate in the dark? If there are two People Machines working against each other in a political campaign—that would be progress.” 3 That came to pass. It was not progress.
Prophecy is ancient. Estimating probable outcomes is a feature of human curiosity. And using computers to make predictions is a very sensible idea. In the physical and natural sciences, the estimation of probable outcomes by the use of computer technology has produced vast new bodies of knowledge and saved and improved countless lives. In engineering, computer-aided pattern detection and prediction has improved the safety of buildings, factories, and vehicles. In environmental science, it is essential in reckoning with catastrophic climate change. In astronomy, it has made possible the seeing of new stars. In medical research, pharmacology, and public health, it helps researchers find cures for diseases, avert epidemics, and defeat pandemics. Nothing could be more vital.
But the study of the human condition is not the same as the study of the spread of viruses and the density of clouds and the movement of the stars. 4 Human nature does not follow laws like the law of gravity, and to believe that it does is to take an oath to a new religion. 5 Predestination can be a dangerous gospel. The profit-motivated collection and use of data about human behavior, unregulated by any governmental body, has wreaked havoc on human societies, especially on the spheres in which Simulmatics engaged: politics, advertising, journalism, counterinsurgency, and race relations. Its rise also marked the near abandonment of humanistic knowledge. Ithiel de Sola Pool declared the social sciences—the predictive, computational behavioral sciences—to be “the New Humanities of the Twentieth Century.” The future was everything, the past nothing: a void, the humanities obsolete. Apollo reached the moon. Icarus reached the sun, and his wings did not melt. Instead, the light blinded him.
“The best minds of my generation are thinking about how to make people click ads,” one of Facebook’s first employees howled in 2011. “That sucks.” 6 And it did suck. But it had sucked before. The best minds of another generation had tried to simulate the human mind to sell shampoo and dog food and to win the hearts and minds of rice farmers in Vietnam.
In the 1950s, a flood of money into universities attempted to make the study of human behavior into a science. The Vietnam War exposed the moral bankruptcy of much of this research and elicited an assault from the New Left. But the New Left’s assault on liberal intellectuals in the 1960s had much the same cultish and anti-humanist quality that behavioral science had in the 1950s. On top of the ruins of the theory it had demolished, the New Left erected its own theory of knowledge: the theory was that all knowledge is biased. The New Right agreed. And then, while the world reeled from the ensuing epistemological chaos, start-up whiz kids, venture capitalists, and Silicon Valley entrepreneurs held out the promise of newly certain knowledge: big data, machine learning, algorithmic truth. Unlike their Cold War forefathers, their interest wasn’t national security; their interest was profit. They built a new people machine, bigger, sleeker, faster, and seemingly unstoppable. They built it out of old bits and pieces made by Simulmatics: content analysis, the simulation of human behavior, targeted messages, social networks, IF/THEN statements. Unlike the scientists of Simulmatics, many of the people who built the new machine did not begin with the best of intentions. They boasted that, at best, they had no bad intentions. “Don’t be evil,” the motto of Google, marked the limit of a swaggering, devil-may-care ethical ambition; doing good did not come into it. 7
Incubated decades before, beneath a honeycombed, geodesic dome in Wading River, this work found a place, too, in universities. In the 2010s, a flood of money into universities attempted to make the study of data a science, with data science initiatives, data science programs, data science degrees, data science centers. 8 Much academic research that fell under the label “data science” produced excellent and invaluable work, across many fields of inquiry, findings that would not have been possible with computational discovery. 9 And no field should be judged by its worst practitioners. Still, the shadiest data science, like the shadiest behavioral science, grew in influence by way of self-mystification, exaggerated claims, and all-around chicanery, including fast-changing, razzle-dazzle buzzwords, from “big data” to “data analytics.” Calling something “AI,” “data science,” and “predictive” became a way to raise huge amounts of venture capital funding; a credulous press aided in hyping those claims, and a broken federal government failed to exercise even the least oversight. The most egregious social-outcome products to emerge from this industry had a great deal in common with the projects undertaken by Simulmatics, decades before: they aimed to predict the behavior of women, children, people of color, and the poor, with tools that claimed to be able to predict criminal behavior, job performance, criminal recidivism, school performance, the likelihood that at-risk children will fail, and the likelihood that immigrants will become terrorists. 10
Few rules governed this field, especially outside the university; its leaders touted its anarchy as a measure of its creativity. In Silicon Valley, nearly all of the leaders of companies selling snake oil were men, the great-grandsons of the scientists of Simulmatics, but they believed themselves to be orphans, parentless, fatherless, sui generis self-made geniuses. 11 They made no room in their world for women, or family, or knowledge other than the calculations of computers. Places like MIT’s corporate-funded Media Lab cultivated a “hacker ethic,” which meant, in many quarters, no ethics at all. In 2016, the director of the Media Lab accepted $1.7 million from convicted felon Jeffrey Epstein, after he’d registered as a sex offender and pleaded guilty to procuring an underage girl for sex (Epstein helped the lab pull in another $7.5 million from other donors), and announced a “Disobedience Award” to celebrate “responsible, ethical disobedience,” making of heedless audacity a fetish. 12
MIT’s Media Lab served as a convenient scapegoat, a distraction from a broader ethical aimlessness not only in Silicon Valley but on college campuses. Much of university life had by the 2010s followed the model of the Media Lab, collapsing the boundaries between corporate commissions, academic inquiry, and hucksterism; at its worst, behavioral data science’s self-mystification was meant to boggle the mind, daunt critics, and entice corporate sponsors and venture capitalists. “Data science is in its infancy,” wrote one MIT computer scientist in 2015. “Few individuals or organizations understand the potential of and the paradigm shift associated with Data science, let alone understand it conceptually.” 13 The more mystification, the wealthier the donors. The number of data science programs stretched into the hundreds, even though little consensus had been reached on the meaning or purpose of “data science.” New disciplines and methods take time to find their way; that’s all to the good. But the fledgling field of data science claimed to have triumphed over all other ways of knowing. In a time of global crisis, this made it feel difficult to know anything at all.
Behavioral data science presented itself as if it had sprung out of nowhere or as if, like Athena, it had sprung from the head of Zeus. The method Ed Greenfield dubbed “simulmatics” in 1959 was rebranded a half century later as “predictive analytics,” a field with a market size of $4.6 billion in 2017, expected to grow to $12.4 billion by 2022. 14 It was as if Simulmatics’ scientists, first called the “What-If Men” in 1961, had never existed, as if they represented not the past but the future. “Data without what-if modeling may be the database community’s past,” according to a 2011 journal article, “but data with what-if modeling must be its future.” 15 A 2018 encyclopedia defined “what-if analysis” as “a data-intensive simulation,” describing it as “a relatively recent discipline.” 16 What if, what if, what if: What if the future forgets its past?
Behavioral data science didn’t spring from the head of Zeus. Cambridge Analytica used Facebook data in an attempt to influence the 2016 U.S. presidential election in a way that Bill McPhee and Ed Greenfield and Ithiel de Sola Pool and Joseph Hoc would have understood, even if they could only dream about its gargantuan quantity of data or the ability to run simulations in real time, dynamically. “The bulk of our resources went into targeting those whose minds we thought we could change,” former Cambridge Analytica executive Brittany Kaiser explained in 2019. “We called them ‘the persuadables.’ . . . We bombarded them through blogs, websites, articles, videos, ads, every platform you can imagine. Until they saw the world the way we wanted them to. Until they voted for our candidate. It’s like a boomerang: you send your data out, it gets analyzed, and it comes back at you as targeted messaging to change your behavior.” 17
Cambridge Analytica’s Facebook “likes”? That was Ithiel de Sola Pool’s “cross-cutting pressures.” Cambridge Analytica’s boomerang model? That was Bill McPhee’s “three-stage model of communication.” Faster, better, fancier, pricier, but the same hucksterism, and as for the claims of its daunting efficacy, the same flimflam. Donald Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign didn’t need Cambridge Analytica. Facebook, alone, could target specific voters with custom-made messages. Commentators accused the Trump campaign of using a “weaponized AI propaganda machine,” describing a new and “nearly impenetrable voter manipulation machine.” 18 New? Hardly. Simulmatics invented that machine in 1959.
In twenty-first-century Silicon Valley, the meaninglessness of the past and the uselessness of history became articles of faith, gleefully performed arrogance. “The only thing that matters is the future,” said the Google and Uber self-driving car designer Anthony Levandowski in 2018. “I don’t even know why we study history. It’s entertaining, I guess—the dinosaurs and the Neanderthals and the Industrial Revolution and stuff like that. But what already happened doesn’t really matter. You don’t need to know history to build on what they made. In technology, all that matters is tomorrow.” 19
This cockeyed idea isn’t an original idea; it’s a creaky, bankrupt Cold War idea, an exhausted and discredited idea. The invention of the future has a history, decades old, dilapidated. Simulmatics is its cautionary tale, a timeworn fable, a story of yesterday. Because tomorrow is not all that matters. Nor is technology, or the next president, or the best dog food. What matters is what remains, endures, and cures.
Harvard professors keep clear, on the whole, of things like Simulmatics.
—Christopher Rand, Cambridge, U.S.A., 1964
I came across the story of Simulmatics when I was working on a story for The New Yorker in 2015 and I went to MIT to look at the papers of Ithiel de Sola Pool. I opened box after box and began to think there might be a book in those boxes, which led me to still more boxes, all over the country. That means that I could not have written this book without the expert assistance of archivists and librarians at many institutions. Particular thanks to Nora Murphy at the MIT Institute Archives and Special Collections; Joan Gearin at the National Archives, Boston; Sarah Pratt at the Howard Gotlieb Center, Boston University; Melinda Kent at Harvard Law School; and Fred Burchsted at Harvard Library. Thanks, as well, to everyone who showed me around Vietnam, including Nguyen Duy Thang and Duy Nguyen.
Family members provided me with archival material, too. Adam de Sola Pool and Jonathan Robert Pool shared with me their father’s family letters. Sarah Neidhardt sent me her extraordinary collection of the correspondence of her maternal grandmother, Minnow McPhee. Maureen Shea sent me her letters from Vietnam. Anne-Marie de Grazia e-mailed me dozens of scanned Simulmatics letters. I am grateful, as well, to everyone I interviewed, including Elizabeth Bernstein Rand and Max Bernstein; Michael Burdick; Thomas Coleman; Victoria de Grazia; Cuc Thu Duong; Daniel Ellsberg; Frances FitzGerald; Jennifer, Susan, and Ann Greenfield; Ward Just; Kim Le Cook; Wendy, John, and Sarah McPhee; Newton Minow; Kate Tarlow Morgan; Adam de Sola Pool, Jeremy Pool, and Jonathan Robert Pool; Samuel Popkin; Edwin Safford; Maureen Shea; Naomi Spatz; and Ann Penner Winston.
On matters big and small, I consulted with a number of scholars, not only historians and other humanists but also scientists who work with data (and who tolerated my skepticism about behavioral science and data science with incredible grace): Francine Berman, Mercè Crosas, Alyssa Goodman, Elizabeth Hinton, Gary King, Alexandra Lahav, David Lazer, Rebecca Lemov, Andrew Lippman, Khalil Muhammad, Julie Reuben, Todd Rogers, Peter Simonson, Hu-Tam Ho Tai, Sharon Weinberger, and Cliff Weinstein. Thanks to all, and particular thanks to Martha Minow, Beverly Gage, and Rogers Smith, for supporting this project.
Funding for this research came from a Dean’s Competitive Fund for Promising Scholarship at Harvard and from a fellowship from the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study, where I also presented this work to a wonderful community of fellows. My thanks to anonymous readers of grant applications for their candid feedback. Harvard deans Claudine Gay and Nina Zipser granted me permission to see previously closed files in the Harvard University Archives. At the Yale Media Freedom and Information Access Clinic, Charles Crain, John Langford, David Schulz, Jacob Schriner-Briggs, Rachel Cheong, Jonathan Albano, Noah Kaufman, Ellis Liang, and Jessica Baker prepared and argued my case, attempting to unseal the records of the Pentagon Papers 1971 Boston grand jury. Thanks, too, to everyone who submitted declarations in support of my petition, and thanks as well to David McCraw, Bruce Craig, Julian Zelizer, and Ann Marie Lipinski.
My students Luke Minton, Jordan Virtue, and Angel Mata provided invaluable and ingenious research assistance. Thanks as well to Gemma Collins and Clio Griffin. Guy Fedorkow, out of his own insatiable curiosity, tackled Simulmatics’ original data set and also reviewed the manuscript and, with Carl Claunch and the Computer History Museum, scanned and read thousands of ancient punch cards that I found in Pool’s papers, in an attempt to rerun Simulmatics’ 1960 election study.
Francine Berman, Henry Finder, Elizabeth Hinton, Jane Kamensky, Fred Logevall, and Martha Minow each read drafts. I owe them more than I can say. My gratitude, always, to Tina Bennett. The extraordinary Emily Gogolak and Julie Tate checked facts. Rebecca Karamehmedovic and Melissa Flamson sorted out permissions. Bonnie Thompson caught errors like fish in a net. Thanks to them, and to everyone at Liveright, particulary Gabriel Kachuck and Don Rifkin. Above all, thanks to Robert Weil.
Thank you, too, to Adrianna Alty, Elise Broach, Deb Favreau, Jane Kamensky, Elisabeth Kanner, Lisa Lovett, Sophie McKibben, Liz McNerney, Benjamin Naddaff-Hafrey, Dan Penrice, Bruce Schulman, Rachel Seidman, Ramie Targoff, Sue Vargo, and Denise Webb. Love and thanks to Doris and Paul, and to Gideon, Simon, and Oliver, always, and to Timothy Leek, no simulation but the real thing. If, then, there had been no him, I cannot begin to predict . . .
Is there any reason why the book should not be titled “Simulmatics”—a word like Cybernetics that should become generic?
—Thomas B. Morgan to Ithiel de Sola Pool, 1961
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