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Author:  In 1955, Arthur Stanley Link was a Professor of History at Northwestern University when he wrote American Epoch. He has also taught history at Princeton and Oxford Universities.  He received his A.B., M.S., and Ph.D. at the University of North Carolina and also studied at Columbia University.  Link is perhaps the foremost historian of the life and times of Woodrow Wilson.  Having published American Epoch in a conservative America in 1955, and evidenced by his traditional approach centering around political, economic, and military events puts this scholar in the conservative or ìclassicî genre of American historians.





Nature and Scope:  American Epoch is a comprehensive look at the United States since the 1890ís, and has probably served as the main text for a college-level survey course of American history.  While this survey contains no single theme, Link has divided the book into three large chronological periods.  Part One covers ìThe Progressive Generation: 1897-1914î.  Part Two spans the years 1914-1933, and is called ìAn Era of War, Prosperity, and Depressionî.  The book concludes with Part Three, ìThe Democratic Era: 1933-1953î in which Link gives the reader a contemporary look at the ìcurrent eventsî of the beginning of the Eisenhower Era.





Theme:  As a history text for a college survey course of American history, American Epoch has no compelling central argument.  It does however, maintain a positive, uplifting, patriotic theme.  America’s executive leaders, including the Roosevelts, Wilson, and Truman overcome adversity and setback to inevitably improve the country and its standing among the nations of the world.  The United States rises from its troubles of the late 19th Century to become the leading industrial and economic leader of the free world.





Historical Observations: American Epoch is a classic work from an author who writes from a traditional point of view.  Link’s position as the leading scholar of Woodrow Wilson, coupled with the fact that he lived during the most recent decades of the book give this work insight into the Depression, WWII, and the resulting Cold War era.  Whether this first hand account leads to a more accurate historical portrayal, or whether interpretations of a later, more disconnected generation of historians (such a myself) will reveal a “truer history” is a matter of speculation and great debate in historiography today.  For example, the fact that Link recognizes the great national sin of Japanese-American internment during WWII certainly attests to his ability to shed 1950’s contemporary cultural provincialism, allowing him to “see beyond his generation”.





Main Ideas:  In order to organize this vast work, Link has divided the book into three parts.  Part One, called “The Progressive Generation, 1897-1914” deals with industrialization, economics, society, and the Progressive Movement, from Theodore Roosevelt to Woodrow Wilson.  Part Two, “An Era of War, Prosperity, and Depression, 1914-1933” presents a topical look at the era, backtracking chronologically in order to bring each topic to the ascendancy of Franklin Delano Roosevelt.  Part Three, vaguely entitled “The Democratic Era, 1933-1953”, begins with the New Deal, wins WWII, and attempts to carry the continued theme of the Fair Deal into the Cold War.  All sections support the idea that America has achieved individual and nation-wide progress.


Major Subjects:   


Part One “The Progressive Generation, 1897-1914” Chapters 1-7 include:


Populist Revolt and Social Darwinism


Changing Tide of Immigration


Industry, Corporations, and the Railroads vs. Unionism


Progressive Movement and T. Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson


Imperialism





Part Two, “An Era of War, Prosperity, and Depression, 1914-1933” Chapters 8-17 include:


The Road to War - U.S. Foreign Policy and Mobilization


WWI and the League of Nations, a separate peace


Normalcy, isolationism, and the survival of progressivism


Foreign relations, economic trends, social trends in the 1920’s


Tensions: anti-evolution, nativism, prohibition, labor


Hoover and the Great Depression





Part Three “The Democratic Era, 1933-1953” Chapters 18-29 include:


The First and Second New Deals


Collapse of the international structure - the road to war


WWII - the homefront and the battlefront


Economic and social trends in the U.S.


Truman - the Fair Deal and China and Korea





Auxiliary Features:  Nineteen pages of Suggested Additional Reading are included which cover politics, the U.S. in world affairs, the American people, their economic institutions, and social and intellectual currents from 1897-1953.  The pages are a brief form of bibliographic essay in which the author recommends primary and secondary sources, as well as pointing out what he believes are the present shortcomings of American historical research, most notably in the history of education.  An index is also included, as well as maps, charts, graphs, and pictures of the eraís leading figures.





Critical Analysis:  This work is a classic in the sense of the author’s objectivity.  Most events are presented without the feeling that the author is openly trying to convince the reader that his take on the situation is valid.  In several instances, though, Link comes to the support and/or qualification of events that have historically been the greatest source of divergent interpretation.  Specifically, he comes to the defense of Franklin Roosevelt in his decisions at Yalta and the claim that his appeasement of Stalin and the communists was criminal.  Keeping in mind that this work was published only ten years after the event and only a year or two after the advent of McCarthyism, these appeals seem quite reasonable of a historian closely connected in time to the figures and events of which he is writing.


