POSTWAR ESSAY





Any historical analysis of the latter half of the 20th century must be tempered by the inclusion of multiple analyses put forth by contemporary historians and by those less influenced or directly connected by time to these occurrences.  The use of Paul Fussell’s account in Wartime of the 1940’s, William O’Neill’s American High of the 1950’s, Allen Matusow’s 1960’s in The Unraveling of America, and Christopher Lasch’s The Culture of Narcissism describing the 1970’s is a curious combination of sources for a postwar analysis.  Fussell’s eye opening reinterpretation of “The Good War” does not directly coincide with O’Neill’s optimistic view of the 1950’s.  Matusow’s condemnation of the failure of liberal Presidents Kennedy and Johnson is far from the traditional interpretation of the civil rights decade.  Finally, Lasch’s book reads more as a psychology or sociology text but more accurately represents the negativity in the troubled 1970’s.  Regardless, each decade as explained by these authors offers unique insights as well as old themes reworked, and each contributes to yet a broader understanding of the History of the United States than traditional accounts do.





William O’Neill’s American High: The Years of Confidence, 1945-60, as the title suggests, is an optimistic, or as the author believes, a pragmatic reexamination of this post war decade.  O’Neill argues that traditional tendencies in the historiographical interpretation of the 1950’s have been to use moralistic and ideological terms.  As such, many historians revolve their studies around McCarthyism and containment.  The author offers what he calls a functional interpretation of foreign and domestic policies.  He writes as a contemporary of the period, often interjecting personal insights into the work, many of which are undocumented.  Of the three works included in this essay, O’Neill’s is the least scholarly or at least the most poorly documented.  This fact does, at least, allow the reader to know the author’s bias and point of view.  In the preface O’Neill wants to discern what was necessary and possible in the 1950’s, not how well the decade lived up to absolutes or ideal standards.  His thesis is two-fold.  In foreign policy, the first task of policy makers should be to protect the national interest, and containment, although flawed, came close to being such a policy.  In social policy, the political will and the material means must exist for social reform to occur.  The 1950’s created the preconditions for social justice in the 1960’s.





UNIQUE ATTRIBUTES





In describing the Eisenhower years, O’Neill saw Ike as the man who chose to remain behind the scenes, especially in regard to McCarthyism and civil rights issues.  As such a leader, he let Nixon, Dulles, Taft, Lodge, and LeMay run the show at various times, but always remained the director sine qua non.  This was exemplified, in Trumanesque “The Buck Stops Here” form in 1960.  When asked about increasing Nixon’s decision making powers, now that he was the Republican party’s presidential candidate, Ike said no, only the President could make decisions.  Except for maybe this last sentiment, the presidencies of Harding and Coolidge are most similar to this executive style.  Eisenhower’s fortunes succeeded in the Nixon Checkers Speech more than Harding’s did concerning Albert Fall and Teapot Dome.  As for this type of management of the White House, only Harding and Coolidge were successful after the flamboyancy of Teddy Roosevelt and the freedom-personified ideologue Wilson.  Eisenhower was the first and last to accomplish this feat, especially after the one man FDR dynasty.  No president has done so since.





The aberration of McCarthy, often referred to as the second Red Scare, followed the first Red Scare, surprisingly also begun under a Democratic but concluded under a Republican administration.  The overzealous A. Mitchell Palmer’s doomsday prediction of the May Day bombings never materialized, as had Joseph McCarthy’s list of communists in the State Department.  Interestingly, other anti-radical and anti-communist frontmen, such as J. Edgar Hoover in the 20’s and Richard Nixon in the 50’s lived to see and greatly influence another day.  As for post war foreign policy, though, in the second go around, the United States, unlike with the League of Nations, could not be kept out of the United Nations.  America, O’Neill concludes, had discovered its destiny as the leader of the free world after the former allies became polar opposites.





Another aspect the 1950’s had in common with the 1920’s was the utter failure of post war disarmament and the transition to a peaceful foreign policy.  Containment lost Eastern Europe and China to communism, and the maintaining of Greece and Turkey as democratic outposts can hardly begin to make up for its failing.  (Containment became brinkmanship in the following decade and the loss of Cuba and later Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia attest to the failure, but less so, of this policy.)  Beginning with the high-minded Kellogg-Briand Pact, war was to be outlawed after WWI.  After WWII, armed conflict was to be avoided by the creation of the United Nations, but the Korean War occurred nonetheless.  Future developments, such as the arms race actually spurred by the Washington Naval Conference in 1922 and later the London Conference in 1930 was reflected in the H-bomb testing, and failure of Khrushchev and Eisenhower to sign a nuclear test ban treaty.  





The Soviet animosity after WWII parallels the problems with Japan after WWI.  Although the war aims for the United States never involved territorial gains, it did for the fascistic and communistic American adversaries.  Attempting to avoid more warfare at all costs, Soviet incursions were allowed in Eastern Europe and so were Japanese advances in Asia.  The reaction of the United States always involved monetary incentives or penalties, such as embargoes on trade with Japan and withholding of Marshall Plan funds for the Soviet Union.  Outright military aid was given to Greece, Turkey, and Israel as it had been given to China decades before.





Only slightly reminiscent of the progressive era at the turn of the century, O’Neill attributes the American High to the WWII veterans as a social group.  Taking advantage of the GI Bill, instead of marching on Washington during the Depression for the Bonus Bill, the men went to school in greater numbers, got married and started families, creating the baby boom.  The nation, which had suffered wartime shortage and an interruption of the life cycle of the family, could not meet the new pent up consumer demand for goods and services, especially housing.  Again, like the factory tenement house exodus begun earlier in the century with the advent of the automobile, settlement patterns changed from inner city to suburbia.  Peculiarly, the cult of domesticity made a curtain call in the 1950’s.  Unlike in earlier periods in the century, female professionals in the workplace decreased from 50% in 1930 to 35% in 1950.





VALID EVALUATION





It is important to note that American high was written and published in 1986, a conservative decade to be writing on the similarly categorized 1950’s.  O’Neill writes so favorably about the anti communist foreign policies of the 50’s, especially concerning the apparent success of the anti-communist policies of the Reagan administration which culminated in the democratic revolutions of 1987.  O’Neill makes other statements that are equally conservative, trickle-down tainted, and “very 80’s”. The federal government’s “investment” in a college education for WWII veterans in the GI Bill is praised, because the higher salaries they’d earn as a result of advanced degrees and education meant that they’d pay more taxes to the government.  Also, the success of the postwar Levitt home construction company was due to prefabrication and non-union workers which avoided Red Tape and restrictive work rules.  Future air traffic controllers beware.





To his credit, O’Neill believes the American High to be more of success on the homefront than abroad.  It weathered the Korean War, McCarthyism, and the arms race, and even though racism and sexism abounded, civil rights and liberation were marginally realized.  O’Neill may not have produced an entirely traditional work on the 1950’s, but it must certainly be read as a conservative one.  In addition, this work was completed after his more scholarly work Coming Apart, on the 60’s, and it must be questioned how necessary it was for American High to “fit” together with the earlier work, or at least successfully provide the preconditions necessary for the civil rights movement of the 1960’s to occur.





Allen J. Matusow’s The Unraveling of America: A History of Liberalism in the 1960’s, personifies, as does O’Neill’s title, the very essence of the book.  His thesis is simple, that Kennedy’s urgent rhetoric and appeal to idealism aroused the public to perfect America.  Only later, under Johnson, would the limits of liberal good will become apparent and the flaws and shortcomings of liberal reform be exposed.  The disillusioned voters let their voices be heard in the conservative victory in the election of 1968.  In his condemnation of the era, the reader can be confused as to whether Matusow is writing about the same 1960’s he is already familiar with.  Regardless, the points made by the author are well-documented and well-reasoned.  This analysis can easily be added to a historian’s arsenal considering the scholarly insights it provides, especially into economic theory and attack on liberalism from both (New) left and right.





UNIQUE ATTRIBUTES





First, Matusow and O’Neill find agreement on the motivation for liberalism in the 1960’s.  In American High, O’Neill presents interpretations of Soviet sympathy in the United States by the intellectual community.  One such interpretation is that the cause of the present Cold War is due to American provocation in the face of Soviet good will.  Former Vice President Henry A. Wallace, both authors believe, is a student of this school.  For Matusow, liberals were sufferers of guilt for being Marxist and pro-Russian during the Great Depression.  As such, they were not entirely committed to the liberal promise of a new society in the 1960’s.  Therefore, it lasted only eight years from 1960-8.  After WWI, the writers of the Lost Generation publicized the ideological failure of the U.S. to “make the world safe for democracy”, and the materialism of the 1920’s caused the U.S. to slip back into a mode of pseudo-isolationism.  Likewise, Matusow believes that economic prosperity in the mid-1960’s served as an opiate of the masses, and due to the lack of public will, legislation and policy failed to produce tangible results, producing only paper victories.





New Left historians saw liberals as those who created stable environments for corporations, insulating them from competition and making minimal concessions to labor and the middle class to stave off real reform.  Interestingly, while trustbusting was being undertaken by Republicans Roosevelt and Taft in the early 1900’s, corporate liberalism was being practiced by the Democrats in the 1960’s.  Unlike Roosevelt, Kennedy, like Eisenhower before him, did not enforce antitrust legislation.  He tried to change the minds of the heads of industry who preferred Corporate Republicans over the oxymoronish Corporate Democrats.  Remembering the 70%-plus luxury taxes and high income taxes on individuals making large incomes (over $50,000) at the time of WWI, Woodrow Wilson had not earned corporation favor for the Democratic Party.  By the 1960’s however, Kennedy courted the business interests who had become more prominent participants in political elections and who attempted to maintain a stable and prosperous economic environment with the extensive use of lobbyists in Congress.





The theme of the “self denying ethic” practiced during the Great Depression was permanently lost in the 1960’s in American society.  Impressive liberal change in the New Deal reforms was possible in the 1930’s due to the national resolve created when nearly all citizens were affected, some more than others, by the hardships caused by the catastrophic depth and length of the Depression.  This national resolve lasted briefly during the prosperity after the Second World War.  But this prosperity of the 1950’s and 60’s had the dramatic social impact of creating discretionary income.  Previously, greater income, as in the 1920’s, was used to improve the quality and quantity of life’s necessities.  In the 1960’s, necessities were well taken care of and the purchase of luxuries as consumer goods became a distraction to the national will to successfully undertake programs like the War on Poverty.





John Maynard Keynes reigned supreme by greatly influencing Franklin Roosevelt’s inflationary economic policies during the Great Depression and later, the liberal leaders of the 1960’s.  Although deficit spending was the fiscal policy used almost exclusively by FDR, Kennedy, and later Johnson used the tax cut and federal spending, along with an adaptive monetary policy (the regulating of the money supply so often used today in our post-Keynesian era) to accomplish the same result.  Roosevelt consulted his “Brain Trust” to deal with the nation’s problems just as Kennedy had Walter Heller, a Keynesian on his Economic Council, as part of his intellectual administrative team.  Both the New Deal and the War on Poverty have the common theme as being programs with good intentions but hopelessly flawed in a sea of bureaucracy and mismanagement.  Yet, many of the New Deal reforms, and certainly its repudiation of a laissez faire federal government remained.  Matusow believes that the new liberalism of the 1960’s failed completely, while more optimistic voices claim that the influence of the era’s successes has yet to be decided.





VALID EVALUATION





Foreign policy during the 1960’s, especially the influential Vietnam War, which perhaps was the greatest poison to Johnson’s “Guns and Butter” program, is almost entirely absent from Matusow’s work.  Instead, the author focuses on three distinct themes in parts one and two.  The major problems of the 1960’s were unemployment, racism, and poverty.  Therefore, the Democratic administrations focused their efforts on the Keynesian management of the economy, civil rights legislation, and special measures and programs to combat poverty.  In part three, the author depicts the various domestic countercultures, such as hippies, yippies, Black Power, and the New Left, and their contribution to liberalism’s inevitable fall.  Later in the work, Matusow claims that the constraints the political culture imposed on liberalism were responsible for its shortcomings.





It is often difficult to discern whether Matusow is an ultra liberal or a conservative having his way with the wayward developments of the 1960’s, and the 1986 year of publication, a conservative decade, leads the reader to believe that the latter might be true.  Missing from the work is an appreciation for the accomplishments during this period, the most notable being the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.  The latter has been responsible for officially wiping out the last legal traces of Jim Crowism in America, no small accomplishment.  The toothless 14th Amendment, often historically justified as such, was aided by Congressional legislation, a circumstance not often needed by Amendments to the Constitution of the United States.  The Civil Rights Act of 1964 has been the latest profound example that the country is indeed governed by laws, not men.





Finally, Matusow’s critique of the Tax Reduction Act of 1964 is correct.  Kennedy consulted his Keynesian Economic “Brain Trust” to produce the final legislation passed after his death and signed into law, with some substantial changes, by Johnson.  While it succeeded in lowering unemployment to 4%, considered full employment by Keynesians, and raising the country’s gross national product by the desired amount, there was no redistribution of wealth and power.  This law succeeded only in lubricating the existing system, not in reforming it.  The question is, has the redistribution of wealth and power ever taken place in the history of the nation on account of governmental legislation.  The relief, recovery, and reform programs of the New Deal certainly did not.  Even the punitive income and luxury taxes levied on Americans during WWI did not accomplish this panacea.  Short of outright socialism or even a pure application of communistic doctrine, the ability of legislation within a capitalistic and democratic society to accomplish this goal seems impossible.  Matusow cannot possibly hold Kennedy and Johnson accountable to produce this desired result within eight short years.





Christopher Lasch’s book, The Culture of Narcissism was published during the economic and patriotic depression of the late 1970’s, yet it is still not easy to dismiss the author’s claims of a new paternalism.  Its pessimistic theme describes a contemporary culture that has lost interest in the future by losing sight of the past.  Narcissism, the dominant cultural personality trait of the 1970's, liberated humans from traditional confines, social stagnation, and restrictive Victorian boundaries only to have them falter in an introverted sea of shallow relationships and social and moral bankruptcy.  Lasch’s writing is well founded, and detractors will have to work hard to prove him wrong.  Many of the described attributes of the 1970’s have similar historical precedents in the 20th century.





UNIQUE ATTRIBUTES





In O’Neill’s American High, the criticisms leveled at the 1950’s as an anxious and stagnant society are due, he believes, to political disappointment and intellectual snobbery.  Interestingly, he includes the concerns that the dynamic entrepreneur has been replaced with an anonymous conformist successor.  This sounds much like the description of Lasch’s narcissistic professional.  Richard Chase, a literary critic of the 1950’s states that although the middle is acceptable in politics, in culture, it fosters complacency, orthodoxy, and conformism.  He attacks “organization man”, Madison Avenue, television, and American materialism as bringing out the worst in society.  Lasch would agree that independent thought was a casualty in the 1970’s.  This is similar to the claim in the 1950’s that McCarthyism destroyed independent thought.  Then, conformity and submission was the protocol of the day.





Individuals after WWI were disillusioned with idealism, and writers who exemplified this despair became known as the Lost Generation.  According to Lasch, those who had seemingly lost their way in the 1970’s found a new religion, one called narcissism.  Sinclair Lewis’ character George Babbitt, who represents this new businessman, believed everything he heard and read.  Likewise in the 1970’s, Lasch notes that plausibility and credibility are more important than truth, especially when it comes to politics.  The connection to the 1920’s is continued by its preoccupation with conformity, which Lasch sees reaching an apex in the conformity of the development of the professional managerial class.  This eventuality was aided by the bureaucratization of American society during the New Deal.





Hero worship, plainly evident to Lasch during the 1970’s, had also been the case in various decades in the 20th century, involving Presidents Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt.  The idealization of these men and the virtual disappearance of their flaws, as noticed by the masses, is indicative of the narcissistic impulse to create new secular idols and gods to replace the traditional paternalism offered by religion and ethnic culture.





When suffragettes fought for the right to vote in the 1920’s, the accompanying stress on relations between the sexes found outlets in songs, political cartoons, and folk culture.  It was seen as the downfall of the home.  The cult of domesticity was in peril, except for its brief resurgence in the 1950’s.  The divorce rate climbed drastically until Rosie the Riveter relinquished her job to her veteran husband and settled down in suburbia in 1945.  Feminism in the 1970’s, the Equal Rights Amendment, and the Feminine Mystique combined to re-antagonize relations between the sexes.  The divorce rate climbed and so did the number of couples and individuals seeking help from marriage and relationship psychologists and psychiatrists.





The educational system in the early 1900’s was used as an instrument of assimilation for the new immigrants to America.  The liberal effect of Americanization promoted universal norms and helped to break down parochial and ethnic traditions.  In the Progressive period, the educational reforms of John Dewey undermined school’s ability to be an agency of cultural emancipation.  In the 1960’s, sentimentality about ethnicity surfaced in the protests by ethnic students to teach specialized courses in Black, Hispanic, and Asian history and related subjects.  Lasch believes that disintegration of child from his restrictive culture had often been the price of intellectual emancipation.  Only “demonstrable achievement” can bring about the inner self esteem needed to combat encroaching narcissism.





VALID EVALUATION





Lasch could not have known that stagflation, gas lines, the hostage crisis, and other discouraging developments were about to end in the 1980’s.  Although narcissism seems to continue unabated with the Yuppie movement, health and fitness revolutions, fruit juicers, food dehydrators, home shopping channels, and condominium homeowner associations, examples of community action, human decency, and programs for the common good have surfaced.  Civil rights gains and legislation offering amnesty to illegal immigrants in 1986, apologies made to families of Japanese internees in 1988, the success of athletes and competitive sports (although commercialized and suffering from hero worship), the lack of corporate loyalty to workers and vice versa are among the numerous developments that may indeed be signs that the public is waking from its self centered slumber.  Lasch would probably not be comforted though, with the host of other problems that remain.





Because his book lacks the emphasis on historical details as in the works by O’Neill and Matusow, it is difficult to expand upon specific instances of the validity of claims made.  Suffice it to say that the historian, given these works as a series of historical interpretations on the latter half of the 20th century, may realize that a historical interpretation aimed at discovering the truth is a noble impossibility.


