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Preface

The success of the past thirteen editions of Taking Sides: Clashing Views in
United States History has encouraged us to remain faithful to its original objec-
tives, methods, and format. Our aim has been to create an effective instrument
to enhance classroom learning and to foster critical thinking. Historical facts
presented in a vacuum are of little value to the educational process. For stu-
dents, whose search for historical truth often concentrate on when something
happened rather than on why, and on specific events rather than on the signifi-
cance of those events, Taking Sides is designed to offer an interesting and valu-
able departure. The understanding that the reader arrives at based on the
evidence that emerges from the clash of views encourages the reader to view
history as an interpretive discipline, not one of rote memorization.

As in previous editions, the issues are arranged in chronological order and
can be easily incorporated into any American history survey course. Each issue
has an issue introduction, which sets the stage for the debate that follows in the
pro and con selections and provides historical and methodological background
to the problem that the issue examines. Each issue concludes with a postscript,
which ties the readings together, briefly mentions alternative interpretations,
and supplies detailed suggestions for further reading for the student who wishes to
pursue the topics raised in the issue. Also, Internet site addresses (URLs), which
should prove useful as starting points for further research, have been provided on
the Internet References page that accompanies each unit opener. At the back of the
book is a listing of all the contributors to this volume with a brief biographical
sketch of each of the prominent figures whose views are debated here.

Changes to This Edition

In this edition, we have continued our efforts to maintain a balance between the
traditional political, diplomatic, and cultural issues and the new social history,
which depicts a society that benefited from the presence of African Americans,
women, and workers of various racial and ethnic backgrounds. With this in mind,
we present six new issues, some at the request of teachers who wanted some of the
earlier issues revisited. These include: “Did Reconstruction Fail as a Result of Rac-
ism?” (Issue 1); “Were the Nineteenth-Century Big Businessmen ‘Robber Barons’?”
(Issue 3); “Were the Populists Irrational Reactionaries?” (Issue 6); “Did President
Roosevelt Deliberately Withhold Information About the Attack on Pearl Harbor
from the American Commanders?” (Issue 12). Other issues were reconceptual-
ized. These include: “Was the American Labor Movement Radical?” (Issue 4) and
“Did the New Deal Prolong the Great Depression?” (Issue 11). Two issues remained
the same with new articles. See “Was Woodrow Wilson Responsible for the Failure
of the United States to Join the League of Nations?” (Issue 9) and “Was Rock and
Roll Responsible for Dismantling America’s Traditional Family, Sexual, and Racial
Customs in the 1950s and 1960s?” (Issue 14). The last issue is new and asks a basic
question: “Is the United States a Declining Power?” (Issue 18).
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A word to the instructor An Instructor’s Resource Guide With Test Questions
(multiple-choice and essay) is available through the publisher for the instructor
using Taking Sides in the classroom. A general guidebook, Using Taking Sides in the
Classroom, which discusses methods and techniques for integrating the pro-con
approach into any classroom setting, is also available. An online version of Using
Taking Sides in the Classroom and a correspondence service for Taking Sides adop-
ters can be found at http://www.mhcls.com/usingts/.

Taking Sides: Clashing Views in United States History is only one title in the
Taking Sides series. If you are interested in seeing the table of contents for any
other titles, please visit the Taking Sides Web site at www.mhhe.com/cls.
Acknowledgments Many individuals have contributed to the successful com-
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We are particularly indebted to Maggie Cullen, Cindy SoRelle, the late Barry
A. Crouch, Virginia Kirk, Joseph and Helen Mitchell, and Jean Soto, who shared
their ideas for changes, pointed us toward potentially useful historical works, and
provided significant editorial assistance. Lynn Wilder performed indispensable
typing duties connected with this project. Susan E. Myers, Ela Ciborowski, and
Karen Higgins in the library at Howard Community College provided essential
help in acquiring books and articles on interlibrary loan. Finally, we are sincerely
grateful for the commitment, encouragement, and patience provided over the
years by David Dean, former list manager for the Taking Sides series; David Brack-
ley, former senior developmental editor; and the entire staff of McGraw-Hill/CLS.
Indispensable to this project are Ted Knight, the former list manager, and Jill
Meloy, the current editor-in-charge of the Taking Sides series.
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1914 (Harper & Row, 1971) 4
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(Harvard University Press, 2001) 12
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Introduction

The Study of History

Larry Madaras
James M. SoRelle

In a pluralistic society such as ours, the study of history is bound to be a
complex process. How an event is interpreted depends not only on existing
evidence but also on the perspective of the interpreter. Consequently, under-
standing history presupposes the evaluation of information, a task that often
leads to conflicting conclusions. An understanding of history, then, requires
the acceptance of the idea of historical relativism. Relativism means the re-
definition of our past is always possible and desirable. History shifts, changes,
and grows with new and different evidence and interpretations. As is the case
with the law and even with medicine, beliefs that were unquestioned 100 or
200 years ago have been discredited or discarded since.

Relativism then encourages revisionism. There is a maxim that says, “The
past must remain useful to the present.” Historian Carl Becker argued that
every generation should examine history for itself, thus ensuring constant
scrutiny of our collective experience through new perspectives. History, conse-
quently, does not remain static, in part because historians cannot avoid being
influenced by the times in which they live. Almost all historians commit
themselves to revising the views of other historians by either disagreeing with
earlier interpretations or creating new frameworks that pose different
questions.

Schools of Thought

Three predominant schools of thought have emerged in American history
since the first graduate seminars in history were given at the Johns Hopkins
University in Baltimore, Maryland, in the 1870s. The progressive school domi-
nated the professional field in the first half of the twentieth century. Influ-
enced by the reform currents of populism, progressivism, and the New Deal,
these historians explored the social and economic forces that energized
America. The progressive scholars tended to view the past in terms of conflicts
between groups, and they sympathized with the underdog.

The post-World War II period witnessed the emergence of a new group of
historians who viewed the conflict thesis as overly simplistic. Writing against
the backdrop of the Cold War, these neoconservative and consensus historians
argued that Americans possess a shared set of values and that the areas of
agreement within the nation’s basic democratic and capitalistic framework are
more important than the areas of disagreement.
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In the 1960s, however, the civil rights movement, women'’s liberation,
and the student rebellion (with its condemnation of the war in Vietnam) frag-
mented the consensus of values upon which historians of the 1950s centered
their interpretations. This turmoil set the stage for the emergence of another
group of scholars. New Left historians began to reinterpret the past once again.
They emphasized the significance of conflict in American history, and they
resurrected interest in those groups ignored by the consensus school. In addi-
tion, New Left history is still being written.

The most recent generation of scholars, however, focuses upon social his-
tory. Their primary concern is to discover what the lives of “ordinary Ameri-
cans” were really like. These new social historians employ previously overlooked
court and church documents, house deeds and tax records, letters and diaries,
photographs, and census data to reconstruct the everyday lives of average Amer-
icans. Some employ new methodologies, such as quantification (enhanced by
advanced computer technology) and oral history, while others borrow from the
disciplines of political science, economics, sociology, anthropology, and psy-
chology for their historical investigations.

The proliferation of historical approaches, which are reflected in the
issues debated in this book, has had mixed results. On the one hand, histori-
ans have become so specialized in their respective time periods and methodo-
logical styles that it is difficult to synthesize the recent scholarship into a
comprehensive text for the general reader. On the other hand, historians now
know more about new questions or ones that previously were considered to be
germane only to scholars in other social sciences. Although there is little agree-
ment about the answers to these questions, the methods employed and the
issues explored make the “new history” a very exciting field to study.

The topics that follow represent a variety of perspectives and approaches.
Each of these controversial issues can be studied for its individual importance
to American history. Taken as a group, they interact with one another to illus-
trate larger historical themes. When grouped thematically, the issues reveal
continuing motifs in the development of American history.

Entrepreneurs, Laborers, Immigrants,
African Americans, and Farm Workers

Issue 3 explores the dynamics of the modern American economy through inves-
tigations of the nineteenth-century entrepreneurs. Were these industrial leaders
robber barons, as portrayed by contemporary critics and many history texts? Or,
were they industrial statesmen and organizational geniuses? The late radical his-
torian Howard Zinn views the new industrialists as “robber barons” who adopted
business practices that encouraged monopolies and used the power of govern-
ment to control the masses from rebellion. But, John Steele Gordon, a business
historian, argues that men such as Rockefeller and Carnegie developed, through
the oil and steel industries, consumer products that improved the lifestyle of
average Americans.

In the wake of industrialization during the late 1800s, the rapid pace of
change created new working conditions for the labor class. How did laborers
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react to these new changes? Did they lose their autonomy in large corpora-
tions? Did they accept or reject the wage system? Were they pawns of the
economic cycles of boom and bust, to be hired and fired at will? Did they look
for an alternative to capitalism by engaging in strikes, establishing labor
unions, or creating a socialist movement? In Issue 4, Carl N. Degler maintains
that American workers accepted capitalism and the changes that it brought
forth. Though stopping short of a frontal attack on capitalism, Professor Leon
Fink argues that the Knights of Labor envisioned a kind of “workingman’s
democracy” that would ensure minimal standards of health and safety at the
industrial workplace. By the beginning of the twentieth century, however, the
organizational innovations of Rockefeller and the assembly-line techniques
pioneered by Henry Ford had revolutionized American capitalism.

The vast majority of these factory workers came from the farms and cities
of Europe. Massive immigration to the United States in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries introduced widespread changes in American
society. Moreover, the presence of increasing numbers of immigrants from
southern and eastern Europe, many of them Catholics and Jews, seemed to
threaten native-born citizens, most of whom were Protestant and of northern
and western European ancestry. Asian immigrants, mainly from China or
Japan, added to nativist feats. In Issue 5, Oscar Handlin argues that the immi-
grants were alienated from their Old World cultures as they adjusted to an
unfamiliar and often hostile environment. But Professor Mark Wyman argues
that immigrants never gave up the fight for their personal autonomy. He
points out that many immigrants to the United Sates believed their stay in
America would be temporary, a fact that limited their efforts at assimilation
and reinforced ties to their original homelands to which many of them
returned once they had acquired some wealth.

Two issues cover the failure of the newly freed slaves to achieve political
and legal equality. By 1900, most African Americans were not allowed to vote
and were segregated into the poorest agricultural jobs as sharecroppers and
tenant farmers. Did Reconstruction Fail as a Result of Racism? George M.
Fredrickson, in Issue 1, concludes that racism in the form of the doctrine of
white supremacy, colored the thinking not only of southern whites but of most
white northerners as well and produced only halfhearted efforts by the Radical
Republicans in the postwar period to sustain a commitment to black equality.
Heather Cox Richardson argues that the failure of Radical Reconstruction was
primarily a consequence of a national commitment to a free-labor ideology that
opposed the expanding central government that legislated rights to African
Americans that other citizens that acquired through hard work.

One of the most controversial figures in American history was the early-
twentieth-century African American leader Booker T. Washington. Was
Washington too accommodating toward white values and goals and too
accepting of the political disfranchisement and social segregation that took
away the basic freedoms that African Americans earned after their emancipa-
tion from slavery? In Issue 7, Donald Spivey argues that Washington not only
subordinated political, social, and civil rights to economic goals, but also failed
to provide the training necessary to allow students to become capable, skilled
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artisans. Robert J. Norrell, on the other hand, insists that Washington fre-
quently challenged the political, economic, and social status quo of African
Americans both publicly and behind the scenes.

No group seemed further away from urban-industrial America than the
cowboys, farmers, miners, and lumberjacks who worked on America’s last
frontier. Issue 2 asks whether the Wild West was real or a mythical image cre-
ated by novelists, movies, radio, television, and Wild West shows. Professor of
history David T. Courtright argues that the cattle, mining, and lumbering
western frontiers were extremely violent because these regions were populated
by young, single, and transient males who frequented saloons and prostitutes,
and engaged in fights with the local Indians and Chinese, as well as with each
other. Professor Robert R. Dykstra argues that Dodge City had a low crime rate
in the decade 1876-1885, and in the murder case of Kansas V. Gill, it con-
ducted a jury trial “according to conventions nurtured through a thousand
years of Anglo-American judicial traditions.”

Political and Social Successes and Failures,
1890-1945

Issue 6 discusses the first major political reform movement of the late nine-
teenth century. According to Richard Hofstadter, the populists were not demo-
cratic reformers but reactionaries who created a conspiracy theory around the
issues of industrialism and the “money question,” which activated a virulent
strain of nativism and anti-Semitism and revealed their desire to return to a
rural utopia that they associated with the early nineteenth century. Charles
Postel characterizes the Populists as forward-thinking reformers who hoped to
use the government to manage an increasingly modern, technologically sophis-
ticated, and globally connected society for the benefit of ordinary citizens.

The Progressive movement is examined in Issue 8. Richard M. Abrams
attributes the failure of the movement to its limited scope. He maintains that
it imposed a uniform set of values on a diverse people and did not address the
inequalities that prevailed in American society. Arthur S. Link and Richard
L. McCormick, however, emphasize the reforms introduced by the progres-
sives that checked the abuses of industrialization and urbanization during the
early 1900s.

Issue 10 discusses one of the major progressive “social control” reforms—
Prohibition. The “noble experiment” to prohibit the manufacture, sale, and
transportation of alcoholic beverages had a rather short life. Originally passed
in 1919, the Prohibition amendment was repealed fourteen years later. To this
day, it remains the only amendment ever to have been removed from the Con-
stitution. John C. Burnham revises the traditional image of the decade of the
1920s as the “lawless years.” He points out that when the “Prohibition experi-
ment” was passed, two-thirds of the states, which encompassed over half of
the population, were already dry. The purpose of the legislation, he argues, was
to control the political and social practices of the immigrant working classes
who lived in the cities. He denies that crime increased dramatically in the dec-
ade, attributing the so-called crime waves to the overblown accounts in the
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newspapers and newsreels. Gambling, rather than the sale of illegal liquor,
remained the major source of revenue for organized crime. Burnham also mar-
shals statistical evidence to document a decline in per capita drinking in the
early 1920s as well as in the diseases and deaths related to alcohol. David Kyvig
concedes that Prohibition “sharply reduced the consumption of alcohol in the
United States.” But images of lawbreaking through Hollywood films and news-
reels and the inability of law enforcement officials in all levels of government
to enforce a law, especially unpopular in American cities, “disenchanted many
Americans and moved some to an active effort to bring an end to the dry law.”
The Great Depression of the 1930s remains one of the most traumatic
events in U.S. history. The characteristics of that decade are deeply etched in
American folk memory, but the remedies that were applied to those social and
economic ills—known collectively as the New Deal—are not easy to evaluate.
In Issue 11, Roger Biles contends that the economic stabilizers created by the
New Deal programs prevented the recurrence of the Great Depression. Burton
J. Folsom, Jr., on the other hand, criticizes the New Deal from a twenty-first
century conservative perspective. In his view, because New Deal agencies were
anti-business, they overregulated the economy and did not allow the free
enterprise system to work out the depression that FDR’s programs prolonged.
Code, conflicting signals and the lack of a central agency coordinating U.S.
intelligence information made it impossible to predict the Pearl Harbor attack.
World War I brought the end of Nazi Germany and imperial Japan. It was
the war that was really supposed to end all wars. FDR, haunted by the ghost of
Woodrow Wilson, hoped that the United Nations could resolve national con-
flicts. Unfortunately, an unintended consequence was the reemergence of the
rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union. Who started the Cold
War? Was it inevitable, or should one side take more of the blame? In Issue 12,
Professor Arnold A. Offner argues that President Harry S. Truman was a paro-
chial nationalist whose limited vision of foreign affairs precluded negotiations
with the Russians over cold war issues. But John Gaddis, the most important
American scholar of the cold war, argues that after a half century of scholarship,
Joseph Stalin was uncompromising and primarily responsible for the cold war.
No discussion of American foreign policy is complete without some con-
sideration of the Vietnam War. Was America’s escalation inevitable in 1965?
Did the government accomplish a “peace with honor” when it withdrew
American troops from Vietnam in 1973 in exchange for the return of our
POWS? In Issue 16, President Nixon believes that the South Vietnamese gov-
ernment would not have lost the civil war in 1975 had not the United States
Congress cut off aid. But, Professor Larry Berman argues that Nixon knew the
agreement was flawed. But the President intended to bomb North Vietnam
troops to prevent the collapse of South Vietnam until he left office.

Social, Cultural, and Economic Changes Since 1945

Carl N. Degler has labeled the years from 1945 to 1963 as the age of “anxiety
and affluence.” Issue 14 deals with this unique period in U.S. history. The
population explosion that took place after World War II led to a youth culture
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who challenged the value system of their parents. Tensions between parents
and children have always existed in America. Do different tastes in dress and
music reflect revolutionary or surface changes? Professor Jody Pennington, a
Danish professor of American Studies, argues that the emergence of rock and
roll in the 1950s along with new forms of consumerism expressed “the inner
conflict between conservative and rebellious forces for high school teenagers
who wanted to rebel against their parents yet still grow up to be them. But
writer J. Ronald Oakley sees less rebellion. He argues that although the life-
styles of youth departed from their parents, their basic ideas and attitudes were
still the conservative ones that mirrored the conservatism of the affluent age
in which they grew up.

The situation for African Americans has vastly improved since the civil
rights revolution of the 1950s and 1960s. But did it improve educational, polit-
ical, and economic opportunities for minorities? Issue 15 discusses how Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy was caught off guard when the civil rights movement
escalated in the 1960s with non-violent demonstrations. How did Kennedy
respond? Was he a reluctant reformer and did he finally demonstrate a strong
commitment to civil rights? Carl M. Brauer asserts that President John
F. Kennedy carried out an unambiguous commitment to civil rights that far
exceeded anything his immediate predecessors had done which included
efforts to end discrimination in voting, education, hiring practices, public
facilities, and housing. Nick Bryant claims that President Kennedy took an
overly cautious approach to civil rights matters to avoid a confrontation with
white southern Democrats in Congress and relied too heavily on symbolic,
largely cosmetic changes that left him with a meager legacy of civil rights
accomplishments.

A direct lineage of the civil rights revolution was the Women’s Libera-
tion Movement of the 1970s. Did it help or harm women? In Issue 17, writer
and lecturer F. Carolyn Garglia argues that women should stay at home and
practice the values of “true motherhood” because contemporary feminists
have discredited marriage, devalued traditional homemaking, and encour-
aged sexual promiscuity. But feminist and activist scholar Sara M. Evans
takes a much more positive view of the women’s movements for suffrage and
liberation in the past 100 years. Despite their class, racial, religious, ethnic,
and regional differences, Evans argues that women in America experienced
major transformations in their private and public lives in the twentieth
century.

The reader concludes with a major current debate about our history. Is
the United States a declining power? Are we going the way of Rome in the third
century? Or England in the twentieth century? In the first selection in Issue 18,
Professor Andrew J. Bacevich, a West Point graduate and Vietnam veteran,
believes that the United States has enlarged the power of the presidency and
abuses its military power to create an informal empire in the energy-rich
Persian Gulf in its pursuit of a consumer-dominated good life. But Dr. Fareed
ZaKaria, a political commentator for CNN, believes the United States is still a
great power in the post-industrial world because of its tremendous advantages
in education, immigration and scientific innovation.
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Conclusion

The process of historical study should rely more on thinking than on memo-
rizing data. Once the basics of who, what, when, and where are determined,
historical thinking shifts to a higher gear. Explanation, analysis, evaluation,
comparison, and contrast take command. These skills not only increase our
knowledge of the past, but they also provide general tools for the comprehen-
sion of all the topics about which human beings think.

The diversity of a pluralistic society, however, creates some obstacles to
comprehending the past. The spectrum of differing opinions on any particular
subject eliminates the possibility of quick and easy answers. In the final analy-
sis, conclusions are often built through a synthesis of several different inter-
pretations, but even then they may be partial and tentative.

The study of history in a pluralistic society allows each citizen the oppor-
tunity to teach independent conclusions about the past. Since most, if not all,
historical issues affect the present and future, understanding the past becomes
necessary if society is to progress. Many of today’s problems have a direct con-
nection with the past. Additionally, other contemporary issues may lack obvi-
ous direct antecedents, but historical investigation can provide illuminating
analogies. At first, it may appear confusing to read and to think about oppos-
ing historical views, but the survival of our democratic society depends on
such critical thinking by acute and discerning minds.
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