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From Civil War to Cold War

Political democracy evolves most quickly during the initial 

stages of setting up a new community.

Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick

A
fter the defeat of the Confederacy, the population of the re-
created Union was slightly more than 30 million, including
the recently freed slaves and the defeated Confederates. By
1917 it was 103 million. At the beginning of this period, in

other words, the United States was a distracted, largely agricultural na-
tion, its population no greater than that of Britain or France, and dis-
persed over vast distances with imperfect communications. By the date
of the United States’ entry into World War I, it had a larger population
than any European power except Russia, and those people had been
forged together into an increasingly unified modern nation.

Already, by the time of the centennial, a dramatic process of indus-
trialization and urbanization, triggered by the demand of the war itself,
had begun to transform the nation, and that transformation continued
with irresistible momentum into and throughout the twentieth century.
One constant was the conviction of most Americans that their nation
was exceptional, in its moral purpose and destiny as much as in its power
and success.
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Throughout the last third of the nineteenth century settlers puffed
westward in railroad cars where once they had plodded in Conestoga
wagons. Their plows broke the plains, while spindles clattered and forges
roared in the new industries from Massachusetts to Missouri. But in real-
ity, this diverse, dynamic society, in spite of its explosive pace of develop-
ment, in spite of its conviction of its own special providence, did not on
the whole develop in the direction of being more “exceptional.” On the
contrary, one of the most striking characteristics of late-nineteenth- and
early-twentieth-century America was the degree to which it was becom-
ing less different from Europe. The reason was simple. The United States
was feeling the impact of essentially the same forces that were also trans-
forming Europe and eventually large tracts of the world: the forces of
steam, steel, and money, of intellectual skepticism and social discontent.

“American democracy,” wrote Frederick Jackson Turner,“is funda-
mentally the outcome of the experiences of the American people in deal-
ing with the West.”1 The most distinctive fact of Western society, Turner
believed, “was the freedom of the individual to rise under conditions of
social mobility, and whose ambition was the liberty and well-being of the
masses.” The same ambition, though Turner did not seem to be aware of
it, was transforming Europe, not to mention other parts of the world,
such as Australia, where Europeans had also settled. Turner conceded
that “the democracy of the newer West is deeply affected by the ideals” of
a million Germans and more than a million Scandinavians out of the
seven million inhabitants of the Middle West at the end of the nineteenth
century. Yet he seems not to have noticed the contradiction between that
observation and his quotation of the poet James Russell Lowell:

Nothing of Europe here,
Or, then, of Europe fronting mornward still,
Ere any names of Serf and Peer
Could Nature’s equal scheme deface
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
New birth of our new soil, the first American.

In the same breath, so to speak, he quoted—of all writers—Rudyard
Kipling, and—of all his poems—“Song of the English”:
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On the sand-drift—on the veldt-side—in the fern-scrub we lay
That our sons might follow after by the bones on the way.
Follow after—follow after! We have watered the root
And the bud has come to blossom that ripens for fruit!

Explicitly, the great prophet of frontier democracy was quoting the great
poet of British empire to equate the adventure of the American frontiers-
man with the English imperial settlers in the sandy heart of Australia, the
South African veldt and the fern-covered hills of New Zealand.

The point should not be exaggerated, but in many ways the bus-
tling, expanding capitalist America of the last third of the nineteenth
century was going through very similar experiences to those of the
bustling, expanding capitalist Europe that was invading and invigorating
the entire world at the same period. On both sides of the Atlantic, indus-
try, the spread of railroads and steamships, and the application of science
and technology were transforming society, raising living standards, but
at the same time painfully increasing inequality. Both in America and in
Europe cities were growing bigger than had ever been seen before, and
from Texas to the Ukraine farmers were in trouble.

This was the first age of globalization, and American and Canadian
wheat, Australian beef and horses, South African gold and diamonds
were finding world markets alongside textiles from Lancashire, Lille,
and Massachusetts, German machinery and chemicals, British coal and
steamships, and American oil, typewriters, safety razors, and sewing ma-
chines.

Not surprisingly, it was an age of bursting commercial optimism, in
Britain and Germany as much as in America. But it was also a troubled
age, in which traditional religious beliefs were challenged, especially for
intellectuals, by textual analysis of the Bible, by the discoveries of geolo-
gists, and by the theory of evolution. In New York, just as in London and
Paris, it was the age of classic liberalism, governed by a faith in progress
and freedom. But under the stress of social tensions and conflicts, it was,
both in Europe and America, more and more an age of skepticism and
doubt.

Both Europeans and Americans were breaking out beyond their
traditional boundaries in an age of exploration and settlement. The
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Americans of the generation of Theodore Roosevelt, like their British,
French, German, and Russian contemporaries, had few doubts about
their right to expand or the superiority of the civilization they brought
with them. The obvious difference was that where Europeans were set-
tling in new lands in Africa, Asia, and the Pacific that lay beyond the bor-
ders of their nation-states, the United States had helped itself to so much
land in the course of the nineteenth century, and so effectively cleared
that land of its indigenous inhabitants, that until the very end of the cen-
tury, Americans could settle in a frontier that was contained within their
national borders. Many studies, however, have drawn parallels between
the society of the American West and similar frontiers in Australia,
Argentina, and Canada.2

Indeed, while this was the classic age of the frontier, that was not as
exceptional as the followers of Frederick Jackson Turner would have us
believe. All the major and some of the smaller European nations were ex-
panding in similar ways in the later nineteenth century. Russian farmers
were expanding eastward as Americans were going west. This was the
time when British engineers were pushing the railways across the Argen-
tinean pampas and the Canadian prairie, and dreaming of linking the
Cape and Cairo by rail. Germans were planning to construct the Berlin-
to-Baghdad railway. It was the age of the struggle for Africa and the com-
petition for the trade of the Chinese treaty ports, in which American
merchants competed as eagerly as any of their European counterparts.
The Australian Gold Rush of the early 1850s mirrored the California
boom of 1849, and the mining frontier of late-nineteenth-century Mon-
tana was more than matched by the fabulous wealth extracted from the
South African Rand. It was also the age of the submarine cables, the
Lloyd’s stations, the steamer lines, and banking, shipping, and import-
export agencies that were linking a whole world commercially.

No doubt to many Americans there is something shocking about
comparing the conquest of the American West with European colonial-
ism. But the impulses and the outcomes in the late nineteenth century
were in truth not wholly dissimilar. If European colonialism often pil-
laged the resources and oppressed the peoples of colonial territories, in
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, emigration from Britain produced
vigorous economies and vital democracies. If democracy was of slower
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growth in Latin America or the Indian subcontinent, there too eventu-
ally democratic institutions and the practice of democracy took root. At
the same time, the American frontier was hardly the idyll of untroubled
democratic freedom that Frederick Jackson Turner and his disciples por-
trayed.

In America, immigration on an unprecedented scale, impelled al-
most as much perhaps by the push of hard times and deprivation in Eu-
rope as by the pull of the American West, drove a prosperity that was as
alluring as it was uneven, both over succeeding phases of boom and bust
and as between individuals in what was no longer by any standards an ex-
ceptionally equal society. During that first rough half-century, from the
end of the Civil War to the onset of World War I, the most striking fact in
American life, and the salient question in American politics, was essen-
tially the same as in Europe. It was what was known as the “social ques-
tion,” or rather the whole range of economic, social, and political prob-
lems posed by the impact of industrialization and urbanization in an era
of virtually unregulated capitalism.

That story unrolled differently in Europe and in America, but it was
essentially the same story. By the eve of the First World War it was hard—
pace the Turner thesis—to insist on the exceptional nature of an Ameri-
can society uniquely egalitarian and democratic. However exciting the
economic expansion of the American West, an expansion largely fueled
by European investment and European markets as well as by European
immigration, in that period the old continent and the New World devel-
oped in harness.

In the years on either side of the Civil War, millions of settlers did
buy family farms and create in the Middle West, or transplant from New
England, the characteristic American small town. But farther west, in the
later nineteenth century, as in Australia, development was not so much a
matter of family farms as on the one hand stock raising and the mining
frontier, and on the other the rapid development of large, sophisticated
cities. Denver, Seattle, and San Francisco were creations of a similar his-
tory to that of Sydney and Melbourne, Toronto and Vancouver.

In the late nineteenth century Europe and America were interde-
pendent, as they had always been. They shared the experience of the first
globalization. International shipping, trade, and migration were fed by

66 from civil  war to cold war

This content downloaded from 
������������67.249.137.235 on Fri, 29 May 2020 17:43:03 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



new technologies, new institutions, and a confident, even arrogant, sense
of new opportunities. That exciting time of capitalist enterprise and in-
ternational cooperation, that first age of “globalization,” was abruptly
ended by the outbreak of World War I. That took most people by sur-
prise. Few realized that the rulers of Germany, in some ways equal to the
United States as the most modern state of the age, were so afraid of the
future power of Russia that they were determined at all hazards to strike
before Russia was too strong.

The war was the starting gun for a period, which lasted at least un-
til the mid-1970s, when Europe and America were tied together by a
chain reaction of shared disasters: war, revolutions, recession, dictators,
war again, and the long struggle of the Cold War. In that period, in con-
trast to the late nineteenth century, the United States was indeed excep-
tional in that, where everyone else experienced impoverishment, hunger,
destruction, and political and social disruption, Americans, almost
alone, did well out of two world wars.

The United States did not enter the first war for two and a half
years, and did not enter World War II for two years and a quarter. While
large American forces fought in both wars, American casualties were rel-
atively light. (In World War I the British Empire lost about 900,000 mili-
tary dead, France nearly 1.4 million, Russia 1.8 million, and Germany
more than 2 million, while the United States lost just 117,000. In World
War II, the British Commonwealth as a whole, including large Aus-
tralian, Canadian, and Indian forces, lost fewer than 600,000 military
dead, and France, out of the war from 1940 to 1944, 212,000. Germany lost
5.5 million and the Soviet Union 10.7 million, just from 1941 to 1945. U.S.
military dead were 417,000.)3

Europe, where the first war was principally, and the second largely,
fought, was all but crippled, while the United States thrived. It took only
a matter of months—from 1914 to 1916—for the war to have ruined the
Austro-Hungarian,Russian,and Turkish empires.The downfall of the Ger-
man empire took only a further two years. By the midpoint of the Euro-
pean war both Britain and France had become heavily dependent for
war munitions, for food, and for any reasonable prospects of victory
on American wheat, copper, machinery, and weapons, and therefore on
American goodwill.
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When the murder of the archduke Franz Ferdinand at Sarajevo
touched off the war, America was the newest and in military (though not
in naval) terms the weakest of the Great Powers. The resources, the vital-
ity, and the skills of the American economy, and above all the fact that the
United States stood aloof from the conflict until it could enter the war on
its own terms, meant that America emerged from the war as its greatest
and in reality its only beneficiary.

During the interwar period the United States at first continued to
forge ahead industrially and economically. American preponderance in
the 1920s was far greater than it would be in the later years of the twenti-
eth century. To take a single, telling example, though the internal com-
bustion engine had been developed in Germany, Detroit was by the end
of the 1920s manufacturing about eight times as many automobiles a
year as Britain, France, and Germany combined.4 Almost overnight, by
the end of the first war, New York had replaced London as the financial
capital of the world. In the 1920s American loans enabled the recovery
of Germany. The new technologies—automobiles, machinery of every
kind, industrial chemistry, and the oil and gas industries, even the crucial
technique of photography (which revolutionized every technique from
cartography and artillery to surgery), radio, and film—were largely in-
vented in Europe but commercially developed in the United States. After
1918 in mass production the United States had no real competition until
the 1970s.

Between 1919 and 1939 the United States was exceptionally power-
ful, yet hardly exceptional in the moral dimension. By 1940 the United
States was not only self-sufficient in energy, in agriculture, and in miner-
als, it was out in front on its own. The American economy was, however,
sufficiently closely linked to a world financial system that when a middle-
sized Austrian bank failed in 1929, the American economy all but col-
lapsed with it. The United States, in spite of its titanic strength, had once
again been hit by the same economic as well as political waves as Eu-
rope and the countries that lived by supplying both with raw materials.
(Those countries, such as Australia and Argentina, were hit even harder
than the industrialized countries in the 1930s.)

By the end of that decade it was plain that however passionate the
wish of many Americans to be free from the maladies of the rest of the
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world, the United States would not be able to live in isolation from the
miseries of what the poet W. H. Auden called a “low dishonest decade”:
mass unemployment, poverty, beggar-my-neighbor politics, and fascist
brutality.5 And in the New Deal, the American federal government had
no alternative but to address the economic crisis by adopting what was
understood to be a variant of European social democracy.

To revert to the beginning of this period, the American Civil War
was indeed an exceptional event. It was the biggest and the most lethal
war the world had yet seen. The armies deployed dwarfed even those as-
sembled first by Napoleon and then by the posse of European powers as-
sembled to arrest revolutionary France. It was the first great war in which
armies were deployed by rail, the first in which innovative military tech-
nologies—new explosives, rifled gun barrels, ironclad warships—were
used on so murderous a scale. It was even more an exceptional war in that
it was fought not over territory or dynastic ambition or national pride,
but over principle, or rather over two distinct though related principles:
over whether the Union could endure “half-slave and half-free,”and over
the issue of human bondage itself.

At Gettysburg, Abraham Lincoln anointed the war in a speech that
lives with the noblest passages in the English language. Those earlier
masterpieces, from the King James Bible and The Pilgrim’s Progress, com-
ing from the seventeenth century, drew their power from religious be-
lief.6 Lincoln, as a man of the nineteenth century, was evoking the emo-
tional power of what amounted to a political and nationalist religion. He
ended with a political promise: “that this nation, under God, shall have a
new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the peo-
ple, for the people shall not perish from the earth.” A year earlier he had
told the Congress, in a speech that is even more at the heart of the excep-
tionalist canon,“In giving freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the
free—honorable alike in what we give, and what we preserve. We shall
nobly save, or meanly lose, the last, best hope of earth.” Ringing words in
a noble cause, but what were those to think who had already “given free-
dom to the slave”?

In the war, triumphantly, but also in the puzzled, angry years of a
failed Reconstruction, the United States did indeed live through a drama
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of high moral purpose that can meet some of the claims of exceptional-
ism. Yet what is most striking about the rest of the nineteenth century,
and the early years of the twentieth, is precisely that the United States un-
derwent essentially the same experiences as the rest of what is now called
the “developed world.” After the transactions that are euphemistically
called the “redemption,”meaning the reimposition—by southern politi-
cians with northern complicity—of ruthless political and social control
over southern blacks, the United States became in many respects a nation
not dissimilar from the contemporary liberal, industrialized states of
western and central Europe—on a bigger scale very like the new nations
of overseas Europe such as Australia, Canada, Argentina, and Brazil. One
difference from the European nations was that its colonial hinterland,
supplier of raw materials produced by cheap labor, lay within its own
frontiers.

Its politics, like those of Europe, revolved around the impact of in-
dustrialization, the belief in “progress,” and the effort to reconcile the so-
cial cost of capitalist economic development with liberal aspirations to
social justice. (Of course I refer to the nineteenth century liberalism of
Gladstone or Cavour, rather than to the “liberalism” of modern usage, a
euphemism for the socialist Left.) Where Tocqueville in the 1830s had
found equality the most striking characteristic of America, fifty years
later what was salient was the gross disparity between the wretched con-
ditions of the immigrant slums of New York, Boston, and Chicago and
the luxury and ostentation of Park Avenue, Saratoga, and Newport.

Once the Civil War was over, there was massive immigration,
reaching a peak in the first decade of the twentieth century. Much of it
was living proof of the interconnected character of the European and
North American economies. The massive migration of European farm-
ers, from the British Isles to the Ukraine, was a direct consequence of the
import of cheap North American grain, exacerbated by the impact of the
economic depression of 1873. Some of the new Americans went directly
to the family farms of the Midwest. Most were not so fortunate. Many
more crowded into the great cities, just as Europeans in the same decades
were pouring from the countryside into London and Glasgow, Paris and
Berlin, Vienna and Budapest, Moscow and St. Petersburg.

These were the peak years of industrialization, which was trans-
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forming Britain, France, and Germany in much the same way at the same
time. The railroads—financed, like the West generally, largely with Brit-
ish and European capital and built largely with Irish and other immi-
grant labor—needed coal, steel rails, machinery. So at last the United
States, surrounded by a protective tariff, acquired an industrial work
force, a proletariat, of the kind Americans had been proud to believe
existed only in the wicked Old World. No doubt in the future, people
hoped, American workers would have greater opportunities to progress.
It was that hope, after all, that had motivated the immigrants. But in the
here and now it was not so obvious to their inhabitants that the slums of
New York or Chicago were so very different from those of Paris or the
East End of London.

It was a time of growing inequality, something that, as Tocqueville
had pointed out, had seemed alien to Americans before the middle of the
century. Great fortunes were made, and great poverty came into exis-
tence. Increasingly, thoughtful Americans, like their European contem-
poraries, came to ask themselves whether these two phenomena might
be two sides of the same coin. In America, as in Europe, the great preoc-
cupation of the late nineteenth century was with what was called “the so-
cial question”—the question, essentially, of poverty. Many of the politi-
cal and intellectual movements that stirred men’s souls in the 1880s and
1890s addressed one aspect or another of that question.

The various agrarian rebellions that flamed in the heartland, from
the Grange to the People’s Party, challenged assumptions about the jus-
tice and even the economic viability of the American farmer’s life. That
was an old theme in American history. But now in the cities, too, one
movement after another asked hard questions about economic and so-
cial justice. The Social Gospel, the settlement house movement, trust-
busting, the mainstream of progressivism itself, all these facets of the
Progressive Age were in the main the responses of the comfortable to the
manifest inequalities and injustices of the great industrial cities. But no
one should underestimate the vehemence of the rebellions from below in
the shape of labor unions, insurrectional strikes, various forms of social-
ism, and even anarchist violence.

Many of the books that touched a nerve in the Gilded Age and in its
successor, the Progressive era—William D. Howells’s Hazard of New For-
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tunes, and Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives, to cite just two out of
many dozens—derived their power and popularity from the fact that
they came to terms with the reality that even in fortunate America there
was poverty, misery, and injustice. Not only that: the social conscience of
middle-class America in the late nineteenth century sprang both from
deeply rooted moral and religious beliefs and from a mood of disap-
pointment and even foreboding. The promise of American life (the title
of a book by Herbert Croly that was immensely influential with progres-
sives, including both Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson) seemed
under threat from a new inequality and a new social injustice.

In January 1903 Samuel McClure made the discovery that made his
fortune. Hitherto he had been publishing literature, specifically the work
of such writers as Rudyard Kipling and Mark Twain. He had also cele-
brated the success of industrialists like the meat packer Philip Armour
and the Scottish-born steel king, Andrew Carnegie. He had hired a tal-
ented staff of what came to be called investigative journalists, or—in
Theodore Roosevelt’s contemptuous epithet—muckrakers. They included
Ida Tarbell, Lincoln Steffens, and Ray Stannard Baker. Now, McClure
found, to his surprise, a single issue of his magazine contained Steffens’s
“The Shame of Minneapolis,” and Baker’s “The Right to Work,” and the
first part of Miss Tarbell’s monumental and devastating “History of
Standard Oil” was immensely popular. His countrymen, McClure real-
ized, were so dissatisfied with the price paid by ordinary citizens for the
opulence of the Gilded Age that they wanted to read not about what had
gone right for some, but about what had gone wrong for the many. In
McClure’s Magazine, economics and sociology were suddenly what peo-
ple wanted to read. Indeed, much of the literature of muckraking and so-
cial concern, and much of the political ferment of the Progressive Era,
amounted to a kind of exceptionalism of the Left. How could it be, asked
the muckrakers and their middle-class readers, that these failures, these
corruptions and shortcomings, could come to pass even in America?

Yet in America, just as in Europe, though in a somewhat different
way, the great political questions of the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries were essentially the same. There was the social question,
defined by the experience of unregulated capitalism, rampant industrial
expansion, and urban squalor. There were the issues of equality for
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women, of freedom from official or unofficial censorship, of municipal
and state corruption, of excessive power in the hands of business or other
elites. And there was the response to those problems, pressing the politi-
cal system to use the power of government and collective solutions to re-
form what seemed to have gone wrong, and could not be put right by any
agency weaker than government.

One element of the exceptionalist theory as it has developed over
the decades is that posed by Werner Sombart and developed by Seymour
Martin Lipset, among many others: that the United States differs from
the developed democracies of western Europe because socialism never
took root in the United States. Even that claim is not wholly true. An im-
ported version of socialism did play a certain part in American political
life in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. But if the defini-
tion of socialism is expanded to include what is known as social democ-
racy, as it should be, then the Democratic Party in the New Deal years,
and as late as the presidency of Lyndon Johnson, was a social democratic
party, albeit one tied in unhappy marriage to racially and socially conser-
vative Democrats in the one-party South. Certainly conservatives, both
in the Republican Party and in the South, had no doubts that the New
Deal and the policies of subsequent Democratic administrations were
leading the United States down the primrose path to socialism. As late as
the 1950s the supporters of Senator Robert Taft rarely made a speech
without repeating that charge.

From the 1870s at least to the 1930s and arguably until the 1950s, the
salient question of politics both in western Europe and in North America
was precisely the “social question”: how government should respond to
the social problems caused by economic change, and in particular by in-
dustrialization and its impact on how people worked, and lived. These
were not merely technocratic issues, either. For thoughtful people in
America, just as in Europe, they were vital, unavoidable questions of
ethics and justice, and therefore of politics.

This can be traced in three separate but connected fields. First, em-
pirical studies—some striving for scientific objectivity, others frankly
emotive—of conditions in, for example, the Lower East Side of Manhat-
tan, the East End of London, and such wretched Paris neighborhoods 
as the Goutte d’Or, described essentially similar conditions and propose
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strikingly similar remedies. Second, theoretical analysis of how condi-
tions might be alleviated followed closely parallel tracks. And third, po-
litical proposals for reform, though not identical, were similar enough at
that period that to stress the exceptionalism of American conditions is
evidence of ideological preconception or patriotic rhetoric, rather than
an accurate representation of the essence of what was taking place.

On both sides of the Atlantic, reporters and social commentators of
every kind ventured into the cities and came back with shocking tales of
poverty, disease, demoralization, and immiseration. Jacob Riis, a Danish
immigrant turned muckraking journalist, explored How the Other Half
Lives in the noisome tenements of the Lower East Side. He went into
“Blind Man’s Alley,”“the Bend,” and “Bandit’s Roost,” places where child
abuse, child mortality, robbery and murder were endemic. Riis docu-
mented what he saw with flash photography. The primitive flash equip-
ment of the day occasionally set on fire the tenements he was trying to
bring to light.

William Dean Howells, urbane novelist, editor, and man of letters,
explored the Lower East Side and reported his findings in Harper’s mag-
azine in 1896 and later in a powerful book. He commented on the airless
tenements, with dark sleeping “bins,” on the scanty food and sordid san-
itation. He found the Jewish districts marginally less miserable than
those inhabited by old stock Americans or by the Irish, because their in-
habitants seemed to have more hope and more self-reliance. But every-
where was misery.

The New York tenement dwellers, even when they leave their
lairs, are still pent in their high-walled streets and inhale a
thousand stenches of their own and others’ making. The
street, except in snow and rain, is always better than their hor-
rible houses, and it is doubtless because they pass so much of
their time in the street that the death rate is so low among
them. . . . With the tenement dwellers it is from generation to
generation, if not for the individual, then for the class, since
no one expects that there will not always be tenement dwellers
in New York as long as our present economical conditions en-
dure.7
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Howells did not simply report the appalling conditions he found in
lower Manhattan, however. He concluded that they could not be im-
proved by leaving them to the free operations of the capitalist market.
Like so many of his serious-minded and thoughtful contemporaries, in
the United States just as in Europe, he thought conditions could be im-
proved only by public action, that is, by the state, or by its local and mu-
nicipal agents: “Upon the present terms of leaving the poor to be housed
by private landlords, whose interest it is to get the greatest return of
money for the money invested, the very poorest must always be housed
as they are now. Nothing but public control in some form or other can
secure them a shelter fit for human beings.”

The genre is unmistakably the same as that of similar writing from
England, such as Arthur Morrison’s 1896 novel about the East End of
London, A Child of the Jago. It echoes the judgment of J. H. Mackay on
London: “The East End of London is the hell of poverty. Like one enor-
mous black, motionless giant kraken, the poverty of London lies there in
lurking silence and encircles with its mighty tentacles the life and wealth
of the City.”8 Mackay was writing, in German, about conditions every-
where that had brought about an international movement, anarchism,
that led to terrorism everywhere, from Dostoevsky’s St. Petersburg to
Conrad’s London to the Chicago Haymarket. Because industrial capital-
ism, industrialization, and city slums developed earlier in England than
in the United States, the “condition of England question” had been a fa-
miliar subject of British fiction and social reporting at least a generation
earlier than in the United States. Benjamin Disraeli defined the chasm
between the Two Nations and put it on the agenda of even conservative
politicians in his political novel Sybil, at the time of the quasi-insurrec-
tionary Chartist movement in 1845. He described “two nations between
whom there is no intercourse and no sympathy; who are as ignorant of
each other’s habits, thoughts, and feelings, as if they were dwellers in dif-
ferent zones, or inhabitants of different planets. . . . The rich and the
poor.” Dickens tackled the condition of the poor as early as 1836, when he
published Oliver Twist, and fixed it in the national imagination in his
masterpiece, Bleak House, in 1853.

In the second half of the nineteenth century the condition of the
poor in Britain was the subject of a swelling torrent of sociological inves-
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tigation. Henry Mayhew’s classic four-volume study of London Labour
and the London Poor troubled mid-Victorian consciences when it came
out in 1861. In 1884 the pioneer socialist Henry Hyndman published the
results of an inquiry into poverty which claimed that up to 25 percent of
Londoners lived in extreme poverty. In 1886 Charles Booth, who had be-
gun to take an interest in analyzing census returns, met with Hyndman
and told him he believed that Hyndman had grossly exaggerated the sit-
uation. That year Booth began a meticulous study of the London poor
that ended only seventeen volumes later in 1903. It confirmed Hynd-
man’s diagnosis.

In France “realist” writers as early as Victor Hugo in the 1830s and
1840s had graphically described the misery of the Paris slums, and in 1877

Emile Zola, who preferred to call himself a “naturalist,” published L’As-
sommoir, a powerful study of the effects of alcoholism on the poor in a
Paris slum. He followed that with Germinal (1885), describing the ap-
palling conditions suffered by deep-seam coal miners in the north of
France a generation earlier. Zola’s method was to experience for himself
something of the horrors he described; for Germinal he went down in the
cage with the miners.

Urban poverty and the insistence, by middle-class observers as well
as by its victims, that it be placed at the top of the political agenda, devel-
oped sooner in England and France, and—to the extent that repressive
governments allowed it—elsewhere in Europe, before they did in the
United States. That was because the conditions had reached critical mass
earlier. Yet from the 1880s on the consequences of unregulated industrial
capitalism cried aloud for remedy on both sides of the Atlantic. In both
fiction and nonfiction evidence was piling up of the terrible conditions
to be found in the slums of the great cities from Chicago to St. Peters-
burg, by way of Dublin, Glasgow, Paris, Berlin, and Naples. Perhaps con-
ditions were no worse than they had been in earlier centuries. But they
were now on a far vaster scale, and a new consciousness was pressing
them on the attention of reformers, clergymen, journalists, and politi-
cians.

This new consciousness, or conscience, had its origins in the En-
lightenment, that great upsurge of ethical awareness that transformed
values and attitudes in the eighteenth century on both sides of the At-
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lantic. In part it also arose from a series of challenges to religious ortho-
doxy and so to the traditional religious basis of ethical teaching. That
challenge took a long time coming. It came first from the deist or agnos-
tic thinkers of the English, Scots, and French Enlightenment, then from
the German idealist philosophers like Immanuel Kant, Georg Friedrich
Wilhelm Hegel and Johann Gottlieb Fichte. The Romantic movement, in
Germany, France, and Britain, offered a new, subjective and emotive ba-
sis for ethics. But the challenge to the ethical values of Christianity in all
its forms, to American, British, and German Protestantism as well as to
the Roman Catholic Church, did not attain critical mass until the double
attacks of biblical criticism and natural science in the mid-nineteenth
century. Traditional biblical scholarship was shaken by skeptical lives of
Jesus Christ like David Friedrich Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu (1835) and
Ernest Renan’s La Vie de Jésus (1863).

Throughout the nineteenth century scientists were shedding doubt
on the Bible’s account of the history of the universe and of mankind
through the new, or modernized, disciplines of geology and evolutionary
biology. Jean-Baptiste Lamarck published his theory of evolution as early
as 1800, though his work has been undervalued because of many scien-
tists’ rejection of his theory of the inheritance of acquired characteristics.
Sir Charles Lyell published his Principles of Geology in 1830–33 and The
Antiquity of Man in 1863. Lyell influenced Charles Darwin, who pro-
duced a largely accepted explanation of natural selection as the mecha-
nism by which evolution works in On The Origin of Species (1859). Alfred
Russell Wallace, who had been working independently on ideas similar
to Darwin’s, published The Malay Archipelago, largely confirming Dar-
win’s ideas, in 1869.9

The Sea of Faith—wrote Matthew Arnold in 1867—

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.
But now I only hear
Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar.10

As a young man Ralph Waldo Emerson was a member of the phi-
losophical and political circle surrounding John Stuart Mill, the great
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philosopher of liberty, in London. A whole generation of Americans of
that middle-nineteenth-century generation, including William James,
Henry Adams, Daniel Coit Gilman, future president of Johns Hopkins,
and Charles W. Eliot, the great reforming president of Harvard, studied
for lengthy periods in Europe, mostly in Germany. A new generation of
philosophers, many of them the sons of Protestant ministers who could
not share their fathers’ beliefs, tried to find a middle way between the
profoundly disturbing implications of the new science, and the idealist
tradition in ethics. This movement happened at about the same time in
Britain, in the persons of Henry Sidgwick at Cambridge and T. H. Green
at Oxford, in Germany with Wilhelm Dilthey, in France with Alfred
Fouilleé, and in America with William James and the slightly younger
John Dewey.11

The dominant cast of European political thought in the middle of
the nineteenth century was liberal, in the sense that John Stuart Mill
might have used the word. The collection of political ideas loosely la-
beled socialism dated back to the aftermath of the French Revolution. A
series of events in the 1860s and 1870s, including the American Civil War,
the forging of new centralized states in Germany and Italy, and the Paris
Commune of 1871, were seen as revealing the limitations both of classic
“Manchester” liberalism, with its faith in free trade and minimal govern-
ment, and of the earlier, ethical versions of socialism. For a new genera-
tion, the social question—that is, the impact of unregulated industrial
capitalism—could not be answered except by the vigorous intervention
of an activist, centralized government.

It was in Germany, which had come later to industrialization than
Britain, the Low Countries, or France, that this was first put into effect by
the “Iron Chancellor,” Otto von Bismarck. Between 1883 and 1887 he in-
troduced a whole series of measures, including health and unemploy-
ment insurance, to protect the workers. Bismarck’s ideas were scarcely
liberal. He did his best to ban socialism. Yet he did call in the state to pro-
tect the poor on a larger and more imaginative scale than at any time
since the very different circumstances of the Middle Ages. He could do so
effectively because of the high traditions of public service in the admit-
tedly elitist and authoritarian Prussian bureaucracy. The idea of state in-
tervention to counter the consequences of unregulated capitalism spread
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gradually across Europe and to the United States, where it took the form
of the Progressive movement, and specifically of both regulation and an-
titrust legislation.

Beginning in the 1880s, in Germany, Britain, France, and the United
States, a new generation of social democratic intellectuals began to re-
place the minimum government liberalism of political leaders like Wil-
liam Ewart Gladstone and John Bright in England, the Democrat Grover
Cleveland in America, and the radical Georges Clemenceau in France.
The approaches of this new wave of social democratic thinkers varied in
detail. Taken as a whole they amounted to an international response to
industrialization and its consequent social evils that was common to
North America and central and western Europe.

In England the married couple Sidney and Beatrice Webb built a
whole series of institutions devoted to gradual change in the social sys-
tem, to be brought about by the building of pragmatic cases for specific
change based on meticulous statistical research. Their work was highly
influential in the United States. They worked through determined lobby-
ing of a Parliament whose electorate had been broadened to include al-
most all male voters by 1884. That year they founded Toynbee Hall, the
first of many “settlements,” in deprived East London, initiating a move-
ment that was replicated by Jane Addams at Hull House in Chicago in
1889. It subsequently spread to influence policy in many areas nationally
by the time of the advent of the Woodrow Wilson administration in 1913.
Still in 1884, the Webbs founded the Fabian Society, dedicated to gradual
social revolution through parliamentary action to pursue social democ-
racy. In 1895 they founded the London School of Economics, in effect a
social democratic university, though by the 1930s its faculty included
many economic conservatives, including Lionel Robbins and Friedrich
Hayek.12 In 1913 they founded the influential magazine the New States-
man, whose contributors included George Bernard Shaw, H. G. Wells,
and John Maynard Keynes.

One of those influenced by the Webbs was Eduard Bernstein, who
articulated social democratic theory more clearly than any other writer.
Bernstein was a member of the German Social Democratic Party who
was driven into exile in England by Bismarck’s antisocialist legislation.
Lenin’s pamphlet What Is To Be Done?, the key text of the Leninist version
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of communism, was written as a rebuttal of Bernstein’s insistence that
social democracy could be achieved within a parliamentary system,
not—as has often been assumed—the other way round. Bernstein’s for-
mal exposition of social democratic theory, which drew Lenin’s polemic,
was written in a series of “revisionist” articles in the Swiss newspaper Die
Neue Zeit (The new age) in 1896–98.

Meanwhile, in France, Jean Jaurès, too, had been arguing for a social
democratic modernization of socialism. The situation in France was
different from that in Britain or indeed in Germany, because of the rift—
which went back to the French Revolution—between the Right, identi-
fied with monarchy and with the Catholic Church,and a republican,athe-
ist Left, a divide that had been deepened by the bloody repression of the
Commune in 1871. A bitter miners’ strike in 1892 convinced Jaurès, who
had resigned from Parliament to teach and write philosophy, that regula-
tory legislation was not enough. But he remained a believer in parliamen-
tary democracy and in 1899 supported the reform coalition government
under Pierre Waldeck-Rousseau. This was not a socialist government, but
it did support many of the measures the Progressives campaigned for in
America, including protection of women and child workers and the de-
fense of labor unions. Jaurès (and Zola) stalwartly defended Alfred Drey-
fus, the Jewish army officer who was falsely accused of treason, and he
stood four-square against anti-Semitism. In 1904 he founded L’Humanité,
later the Communist Party’s newspaper but then owned by the Socialist
Party. Jaurès was assassinated a few days before the war in 1914. Had he
lived, the split between the Socialists and the Communists in France after
the Russian Revolution might have been averted.13

The politics, the labor movement, and the intellectual climate in
the United States between the 1880s and America’s entry into World War
I were different from the circumstances in Europe, though in truth the
differences among England, France, Germany, and Russia were quite as
great. From the 1880s on, in the United States as in Europe, a Progressive
movement gathered momentum that was based on social democratic
thinking. On both sides of the Atlantic the essential problem of the mod-
ern industrial state came to be seen as how to protect the workers, both
urban and rural, from the deprivation into which late capitalism seemed
to be pressing them down.
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In the 1880s and the early 1890s, writers such as Edward Bellamy
and Henry George offered various solutions to this problem. But as
James T. Kloppenberg, the historian of social democracy on either side of
the Atlantic, put it, “Social democratic theory in the United States . . .
emerged from a background of ethical reformism rather than revolu-
tionary political action.”14 Two key figures were Walter Rauschenbusch,
a political radical who was also a Christian socialist, and Richard T. Ely,
author in 1889 of The Social Aspects of Christianity. Both men had studied
in Germany. Rauschenbusch worked in Henry George’s campaign for
mayor of New York in 1886 and worked with a congregation of German
Baptists in Manhattan’s Hell’s Kitchen, while Ely moved from Johns
Hopkins to the University of Wisconsin.

By the second decade of the twentieth century a younger gen-
eration of American social democratic radicals had emerged. Herbert
Croly traveled in Europe in the 1890s before returning to Harvard in
1895. He worked as a journalist in New York before publishing the im-
mensely influential The Promise of American Life in 1909. His 1913 God-
kin lectures at Harvard were published in 1914 as Progressive Democracy.
In 1913 he met the wealthy Dorothy and Willard Straight, who gave him
the financial support to start the New Republic. The journal supplied
much of the intellectual capital of the Wilson administration. It was also
closely connected with British progressive, social democratic and paci-
fist writers like Noel Brailsford (The War of Steel and Gold ) and Norman
Angell (The Lost Illusion). The New Republic editors, among them Ran-
dolph Bourne, were close to the British pacifist and social democratic
group, the Union for Democratic Control. The key thinker of Croly’s ed-
itorial team was the young and brilliant Walter Lippmann. Lippmann
came from a German-Jewish family that made annual journeys to Ger-
many. He was a founder member of the (social democratic) Socialist
Club at Harvard. He published A Preface to Politics (1913) and in 1914

Drift and Mastery.
The old nineteenth-century liberalism was grounded in the ideas

of writers like John Stuart Mill, who saw freedom as an end in itself, and
thought that freedom, and in particular economic freedom, would be
enough to liberate citizens from the bonds of the old state. Unlike Mill’s
generation, late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century writers lived in
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a world where aristocratic power, based on land, was less of a threat to
most people than the new power of industrial capital. In contrast to the
liberals of the Mill school, they saw that Manchester liberalism merely
defended the privileges of the rich and did little to help the poor.“Liber-
alism eventually became a rationale for perpetuating privilege,” writes
Kloppenberg, “instead of an ideology of radical change.” It made “free-
dom an end in itself, not a means toward the end of virtue.”15

Increasingly, as industrial strife and political revolution threatened
the bourgeois prosperity of the early twentieth century, thinkers in Amer-
ica and Europe alike adopted social democratic ideas, not only out of
ethical concern for the condition of the poor under capitalism but also
because they were afraid of the consequences of failing to address the so-
cial question.16

These were, of course, not the only strands of political thought in
that age. But they were the dominant ones. The point is that it was an in-
ternational response, in which a network of common preoccupations,
friendship, and controversy tied the most influential thinkers in western
Europe and America together in what they saw as a conscious shared ef-
fort. America in the age of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson
was confident, conscious of its new strength, and occasionally truculent
and imperialist—like the societies of late Victorian England,Wilhelmine
Germany, and the French belle époque. The predominant current of
American culture and political thought in that generation was anything
but exceptionalist.

The war and the Paris peace conference brought this optimistic
prewar mood to an abrupt end. The Wilson administration was the in-
carnation of social democratic progressivism (even if its predominantly
southern coloration gave it surprisingly conservative instincts in some
areas, especially in anything to do with race). But with the defeat of the
League of Nations treaty and the illness of President Wilson in 1919, the
stage was set for the return of business conservatism in the United States,
and something similar happened in Europe in the 1920s. The great war
leaders, Clemenceau and Lloyd George, both of whom started as liberals,
turned to the right and were succeeded by conservatives, like Raymond
Poincaré, Bonar Law, and Warren Gamaliel Harding, who had never pre-
tended to be anything else. The Russian Revolution of 1917, welcomed at
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first by American progressives, including Wilson himself, darkened into
oppression and eventually under Stalin into bloody tyranny.

The European democracies and America responded differently to
the crisis of the Great Depression. Where in the United States, Franklin
Roosevelt preserved the capitalist system and the constitutional tradition
by the social democracy of the New Deal, reinforced by adroit political
management, the leading European nations went their different ways. In
Britain, Labour governments in 1923–24 and 1929–31 failed to tackle
economic failure and were replaced by conservative administrations. In
France, the socialist (social democratic) government of Léon Blum in the
middle 1930s was brought down, mainly by the international crisis. In
Italy, in Germany, and in Spain, and in eastern Europe, economic disaster
opened the gate to fascism, which in Germany was called national so-
cialism.

When the second war ended, the United States emerged for a time
as the only economically successful society. Only the mysterious and—to
democrats—sinister bulk of the Soviet Union, which had done more
than American or British efforts to overthrow the Nazi “New Order” in
Europe, stood between America and a sunlit future. Dr. Win-the-War, in
Roosevelt’s phrase, had done what Dr. New Deal could not achieve: it had
ended the Great Depression. The immense effort to arm the American
economy for total war had doubled the gross national product in five
short years and put the unemployed, who had reached one-quarter of
the workforce, back to work. In those same years, the economies of all the
European nations had been shattered, their plants bombed, their sources
of energy and raw materials cut off, their retail systems fettered by ra-
tioning, and their labor forces decimated by mobilization and casualties.

With generosity, but also out of a wise calculation of enlightened
self-interest, the Truman administration did what it could, through the
Marshall Plan and other programs, to revive the economies and the soci-
eties of western Europe. There was a need for future trading partners, but
there was also an urgent fear that destitution and despair would turn the
Europeans towards communism and leave the United States without a
beachhead or an outer defensive perimeter in Europe. Elsewhere, Amer-
ican policy rebuilt Japan and used the heavy weight of political and eco-
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nomic pressure to hasten the end of the British, French, and Dutch em-
pires. At Yalta, in particular, Roosevelt seemed to take the view that the
Soviet Union would be a better partner than the British Empire in build-
ing the postwar world, though there was of course an element of calcula-
tion in this.17 The Roosevelt administration, with more than a dash of
exceptionalist overconfidence, hoped to use nationalist China as its ally
in building a new, democratic Asia.

Immediately after the end of the war, the United States had a mo-
nopoly of the most devastating and most terrifying military weapon ever
devised, a weapon it had actually used, twice, on Japan. Both British and
French scientists had, however, along with émigré Germans, Hungari-
ans, Italians, Frenchmen, and Danes, played an important part in the
work that made it possible to build an atomic bomb.

Far sooner than anyone in Washington anticipated, that monopoly
came to an end. First the Soviet Union, then by the middle 1950s even the
enfeebled economies of Britain and France, acquired nuclear weapons
and some capacity to deliver them.

In a disastrous process of reciprocal fear, the Soviet Union and its
client states in Eastern Europe, on one side of an ideological abyss, and
the United States and its European and other allies on the other, moved
blindly through rearmament to a posture of armed confrontation that
could at any moment have burst into war. Probably the Soviet Union, in
Stalin’s lifetime, had no real intention of marching to conquest in Eu-
rope. But the Soviet Union was ruled absolutely by a paranoiac dictator.
No one in his realm dared defy or deflect him. He and his party col-
leagues were afraid that the capitalists meant to surround them. Their
antagonists in Washington, especially after the communist revolution in
China, were equally convinced that communism was a militant ideology
on the march. No wonder that within five years from the high hopes of
1945, those voices—those of Dean Acheson, James Forrestal, and Paul
Nitze, among others—prevailed in Washington. They concluded that
the nation must prepare for permanent readiness, and if necessary for
permanent war.

Stalin was ruthless and mad, but he was also cautious. In 1944, for
example, he decided not to support the Greek Communists who were al-
ready fighting a British force in northern Greece. But in a manner that
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was understandably interpreted in Washington as a systematic plan, he
supported Communist governments, or governments dominated by
Communists, in one country in Eastern Europe after another. The coup
d’état in Prague in 1948, in particular, caused an abrupt war scare in
Washington and seemed to confirm the entirely reasonable fears of those
who believed that Stalin meant to make as much of Europe as he could
into a Soviet sphere of influence. When that same summer the Soviet au-
thorities tried to isolate the western sectors of Berlin, American and
British air forces were able to supply the beleaguered city by an airlift.
The West was strengthened, but the confrontation became more acute.

In the National Security Act of 1949, the Truman administration set
to work to build the institutions—a National Security Council, a unified
Defense Department, and a Central Intelligence Agency—that would be
needed to fight a Cold War. This was, as conservatives of the Robert Taft
persuasion protested, a historic break with American tradition. The pol-
itics of the Cold War have been persuasively explained not as a contest
between liberal Left and conservative Right but as a Great Debate be-
tween upholders of traditional values and the partisans of a new, hard-
boiled ideology of national security.18 The traditionalists upheld such
established American instincts as suspicion of centralized government,
of military influence, and of high taxation. The partisans of the new na-
tional security state and its ideology were convinced that the republic
must change if it was to gird its loins for an enduring condition of near-
war with communism, and it was they who prevailed.

By 1950—five years from a moment when the United States had
created, in the United Nations, the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund, the international institutions that were to have guaran-
teed lasting peace—the Truman administration had accepted the strat-
egy contained in National Security Council memorandum 68. This was a
strategy of armed containment of communism. It implied massive re-
armament. In a few short years it quadrupled defense expenditure. Over
time, it did transform the United States into a “national security state.”

In the same year the Korean War broke out. That seemed to confirm
the fears of those who saw the Soviet Union as committed to an aggres-
sive drive for world domination. They were not wrong. Recent research,
based on Soviet archives opened after the fall of the Soviet Union, has
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confirmed that Stalin was indeed aware of, and approved, North Korea’s
invasion of South Korea. The United States, and some of its allies, found
themselves at war with Communist North Korea and before long with
the People’s Republic of China. In Europe, after the Berlin airlift the So-
viet Union stepped back. East and West continued to glare at each other
over the Iron Curtain for another four decades. In East Asia, however, the
Cold War was hot.

The coming of the national security state had profound implica-
tions for American society, not only abroad but at home. Fear of com-
munism, in the form of what was called “McCarthyism,” threatened tra-
ditional American rights, including the First Amendment guarantee of
free speech. Abroad, the United States found itself in charge of a world-
wide network of bases, eventually at least seven hundred of them in more
than one hundred countries. Some were strategic air bases. Others were
intelligence bases, including the secret bases for U-2 flights over the So-
viet Union. Many were supply bases associated with American military
aid. Some came into existence in the course of wars fought against com-
munist or nationalist insurgencies, in the Philippines, in Southeast Asia,
or in Central America.

While great care was taken in most cases to preserve the proprieties
and represent these bases as established at the request of allies, in prac-
tice, given the dependent status of the allies doing the requesting, it was
often hard to distinguish them from traditional colonies. Extraterritorial
rights were often claimed, so that American personnel were treated more
favorably than local people. In some cases, such as the island base on
Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean, leased from Britain, local inhabitants
were evicted from their home country. American embassies, built in
many supposedly allied capitals like great concrete forts, behaved toward
sovereign governments rather like the political “residencies” with which
the British Empire controlled territories in the Persian Gulf and else-
where.

In many instances the U.S. government, often through the CIA, in-
tervened more or less aggressively in local politics, overthrowing govern-
ments or preventing what Washington saw as undesirable changes of
government. This is widely known to have happened in the Philippines
from 1950 to 1953, in Iran in 1953, in Guatemala in 1954, in Cuba in 1961

86 from civil  war to cold war

This content downloaded from 
������������67.249.137.235 on Fri, 29 May 2020 17:43:03 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



and 1963, in South Vietnam in 1963, and in Chile in 1973. This roster by no
means exhausts the instances of secret Washington intervention. That
list includes the Congo from 1960 to 1965, Indonesia in 1965 (where the
CIA was deeply implicated in a repression in which at least five hundred
thousand and by some accounts two million communist and Chinese
Indonesians were killed), Brazil in 1964, and India in the early 1970s. Even
in Western European countries such as France, Italy, Greece, and Portu-
gal, the CIA interfered clandestinely at one time or another to influence
elections.19

If the United States “projected power,” as the phrase went, in these
and other ways—for example, with the political use of economic and
military aid—it is of course true that this world hegemony was different
in many ways from the European empires of the past. The style and the
rhetoric were anti-imperial, if only because American identity was so
historically rooted in opposition to imperialism that conscious efforts
were devoted to distinguishing the American way from the colonial past.
It is true, too, that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the
United States had pioneered methods of indirect and clandestine influ-
ence in the Caribbean and in Latin America that afforded precedents for
what was happening elsewhere in the 1950s and 1960s. Yet the establish-
ment of this network of alliances, bases, and systems of influence, and the
sheer scale of American intervention—justified by American leaders and
publicists by the perception of a worldwide contest against commu-
nism—marked a sharp departure from the American past.

It was not only on Diego Garcia or Okinawa, in Norfolk and the
Rhineland, that bases were being built in the 1950s. From Thule to the
Panama Canal Zone bases were being built nearer home. Senators and
congressmen, once content with building post offices or the occasional
dam, vied with one another to bring military “pork” to their states and
districts. The surest sign of political clout in Cold War Washington was
success in bringing massive military infrastructure to a politician’s home
state. In an age when power in the Washington committee structure went
by seniority, which it did until the early 1970s, the advantage held by long-
serving legislators from the one-party South was decisive. Georgia, rep-
resented by Richard B. Russell, chairman of the Senate Armed Services
Committee, and Carl Vinson, his opposite number in the House, was the
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home to huge bases. The U.S. Army Infantry Center at Fort Benning
claims “to provide the nation with the world’s best trained Infantry, Sol-
diers and adaptive leaders imbued with the Warrior Ethos” and to “pro-
vide a Power Projection Platform capable of deploying and redeploying
soldiers, civilians, and units anywhere in the world on short notice.”

Texas, fortunate enough to be represented by Speaker Samuel T.
Rayburn, Senate majority leader Lyndon Johnson, and George Mahon,
chairman of the crucial House Appropriations Committee, did even bet-
ter. As well as air force bases like Lackland (the world’s biggest military
flight training installation) and the vast expansion of the great army
bases at Fort Hood, Fort Bliss, and Fort Sam Houston, not to mention
Lyndon Johnson’s pet project for his friends at Brown and Root, to dig
the deepest hole on earth,“MoHole,” Texas walked off with the Houston
space center.

Military infrastructure transformed the country. But the big mili-
tary procurement contracts did so even more. Senator Henry M. Jackson
of Washington, who started life as a liberal Democrat with reliable union
backing, became “the senator from Boeing” and ended up as one of the
fiercest hawks in the Washington aviary. Georgia legislators fought for
Martin Marietta, New York congressmen for Grumman on Long Island,
Californians for Lockheed, Douglas and the futuristic flight research at
Edwards and Vandenberg air force bases. Aerospace corporations began
to hire retired generals and admirals to smooth their path through the
appropriations jungle in Washington, while senators like Barry Goldwa-
ter were given rank as generals to keep them loyal to the interests of the
Military.

The sheer scale of Cold War investment in military hardware was
enough to change the economic geography of the country. Southern Cal-
ifornia was the conspicuous example. At Burbank in the San Fernando
Valley, Lockheed built not only military aircraft like the Hercules, Galaxy,
and Starfighter, not to mention the mysterious U-2, but also the new gen-
eration of intercontinental ballistic missiles to deliver nuclear warheads.
Douglas, at Santa Monica and Long Beach, did the same. But California
was not the only state whose economy was boosted by defense contracts.
Texas, Washington, Missouri, Florida, and Georgia were industrialized
largely as a spin-off from the prosperity of defense contractors. The

88 from civil  war to cold war

This content downloaded from 
������������67.249.137.235 on Fri, 29 May 2020 17:43:03 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Manhattan Project’s installations in Washington vied with the invest-
ment at Boeing in transforming that state.

Even President Eisenhower, the former supreme commander of al-
lied forces in Europe, famously warned, in his last speech as president,
against the dangers of the “military-industrial complex.” It was only out
of reluctance to annoy members of Congress that he allowed the draft of
his speech to be changed: what it originally targeted was the “military-
industrial-congressional complex.” Eisenhower’s speech has often been
misinterpreted. He was not denouncing the creation of an American
arms industry. He was pointing out that there had been no such thing be-
fore World War II, and he was drawing attention to the potential impact
of what had come into existence for politics and for society. In effect, he
was echoing the concern of 1950s conservatives: that the headlong expan-
sion of the military and the defense industry would create a “garrison
state.”

“How can we prepare for total war,” Hanson W. Baldwin, the New
York Times’s respected military correspondent, asked in 1947, “without
becoming a ‘garrison state’ and destroying the very qualities and virtues
and principles we originally set out to save?”20

The answer that the government gave in the 1950s and 1960s was es-
sentially, “We don’t believe that in transforming the nation into a na-
tional security state, we are in fact destroying our values and our virtues.”
By and large, the nation agreed—until the Vietnam War.

The coming of the Cold War, rearmament, and the creation of a na-
tional security state had a paradoxical effect on politics. The challenge to
the Truman administration came not from a pacifist or anti-interven-
tionist Left but from the Right. The political mood and style named for
Republican Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin extended far wider
than his vicious but buffoonish attacks. (The mood could just as well
have been called “Nixonism,” because the thirty-seventh president of the
United States first came to prominence by flinging around equally wild
and disingenuous accusations, even if in the most celebrated case, that of
Alger Hiss, he struck lucky and was right.)21 It was absurd that McCarthy
should insinuate that Dean Acheson, as tough an anticommunist as
could be found, was somehow in cahoots with the communists; absurd,
in that instance, but the fear of domestic communism was not just the
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product of the wild raving of an isolated Midwestern alcoholic. If the na-
tion found itself engaged in a life-and-death struggle for the survival of
all that America stood for, millions of sensible Americans asked, how can
we be sure that we are not being corrupted from inside, like the govern-
ments of those countries in Eastern Europe that had been subverted by
communist tactics? After all, communists had been influential in the
American labor movement. How can we rise to the challenge our leaders
say we must confront? “McCarthyism” was a dark chapter in the history
of American civil liberties. It was also consciously used by selfish interests
of several kinds to justify attacks on labor power and on the intelli-
gentsia of the Left. But wholly irrational it was not.

The impact of the Cold War on American society was all but ubiq-
uitous. At one end of the spectrum was the expansion of educational op-
portunity. Universities could, for the first time in history, attract federal
funding, even for such fields of study as classics and literature. The GI
Bill, though not strictly a Cold War measure, allowed millions of Ameri-
cans whose families had never been able to dream of higher education to
go to college. At the other end of the spectrum, the Interstate Highway
System, the first national road system and perhaps the most ambitious
infrastructure project ever undertaken by any national government in
peacetime, was begun by the Eisenhower administration, though it was
not completed until the twenty-first century. Whole industries received a
boost from the willingness of Congress to appropriate money for a wide
range of desirable projects if they could be represented as required for
national security. Civil aviation, for example, was subsidized by the man-
ufacture of warplanes.

At the same time American businessmen, traditionally hostile to
government intervention in the economy, grew accustomed to depend-
ing on lush cost-plus contracts from the Department of Defense and
other fountains of federal munificence. High-technology industry—in
particular, in nuclear physics, materials science, electronics, computers,
and many departments of engineering—was pushed ahead by govern-
ment research and development contracts. The Pentagon’s Defense Ad-
vanced Research Projects Agency played a crucial role in developing the
Internet, and government poured money into private research labs such
as Bell Laboratories and XeroxParc, as well as into universities.
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Memory has distorted the actual sequence of economic history.
The Cold War was by and large a good time for the American economy
and for average income, though not comparatively as good as the years
when World War II was ending mass unemployment and pushing up
wages. The true Golden Age for the American economy was during
World War II. Average disposable personal income (in 1996 dollars) grew
from $5,912 in 1940 to $7,920 in 1944. Then, in the late 1940s, before the
Korean War boom and before the increase in defense expenditure after
NSC-68, disposable income in real terms stood still for a while. It picked
up strongly again in the 1950s, rising from $7,863 in 1950 to $9,167 in 1959.

So both war and Cold War were good for the economy, but hot war
was better than cold. Still, the economy did continue to grow steadily in
the Cold War years. For a time there was virtually no foreign competi-
tion. There was massive investment in manufacturing, distribution, and
agriculture. (It was not until 1954 that the number of tractors on Ameri-
can farms passed the number of horses and mules!) Prosperity was in-
creasingly widely distributed.

The big industrial unions joined together in the CIO were able to
negotiate exceptionally favorable contracts that gave the workers “fringe
benefits,” including health care and pensions. The 1950 contract signed
by the United Auto Workers with General Motors was the benchmark. It
heralded the coming of a new era in industrial bargaining, an era of un-
precedented prosperity for unionized workers, though the growth in
wages was not as spectacular as under the pressures of war, with millions
of workers away in uniform. Now tens of millions of American workers
were able for the first time to look forward to a standard of living previ-
ously available only to executives and professionals. Home owning
spread rapidly. By the end of the 1950s it was possible to claim—with
some exaggeration and with the help of such devices as official counting
of all women as “white collar workers”—that more than half of the
American work force had joined the middle class.22 That claim, too,
dubious as it was factually, became the basis of another exceptionalist
rhetoric: “Only in America . . .” It was not long before the same was true
in much of Europe and elsewhere.

By the early years of the Cold War, American society was certainly
exceptionally successful—if only in the sense that, thanks to the catastro-
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phe of war, all potential rivals were not successful at all. By the 1970s,
however, that had substantially changed. Whether you measured average
income, or gross national product, or productivity, many other nations,
in Western Europe and East Asia, were closing the gap. In those early
Cold War years, the United States certainly was exceptional in terms of
plenty and profusion. That was not, however, what had made the United
States exceptional in the first half of the nineteenth century. Then, Amer-
ican society had been exceptional in terms of equality, of opportunity,
and of political participation.

A new ideology of exceptionalism was becoming widespread in the
1950s. It defined American exceptionalism, partly in terms of material
prosperity and military power, and partly in the name of a contrast be-
tween democracy, often assumed to be essentially American, with dicta-
torship and totalitarian societies, especially, of course, in contrast with
the Soviet Union and communism. This was the new and specialized
meaning of freedom, a value that had been cherished by Americans since
the Revolution, but whose precise meaning had changed.

This new American ideology has been called the “liberal consen-
sus,” because it represented a grand bargain between liberal values in do-
mestic politics and conservative anticommunism as the guiding princi-
ple in foreign policy. Many conservatives, that is, more or less grudgingly
accepted the “liberal,” or social democratic, goals of the “welfare state”;
most liberals signed up for anticommunist foreign policies. This ideol-
ogy overlapped with that of the “national security state” in rejecting tra-
ditional fears of a “garrison state.” It assumed a congruence between a
constitutional system based on the sovereignty of the people and the rule
of law, and the prevalence of free-market capitalism. Later, beyond the
limits of the period we consider in this chapter, it became fashionable to
restrict the role of government and to emphasize the need to minimize
the regulation of the free market. But as John F. Kennedy succeeded Gen-
eral Eisenhower in the White House and redefined the national purpose
in terms of a “long twilit struggle” against communism, the American
ideology was cast, as never before, in terms of opposition to the Other.

That had always been an element in the national ideology, and
therefore in the understanding of American exceptionalism. Only the
identity of the Other, and the character of the struggle against it, altered.
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In the colonial period, the Other was the Native American, sensed more
as a shadowy menace in the woods than as an organized enemy, and the
slave, feared as a potential threat on the farm and even within the home.
In the Revolution, and for a long time afterward, the Other was the
British monarchy, the Established Church, and more generally a hierar-
chical society that set limits on the freedom of the individual citizen.
Soon, in response to Catholic immigration from Ireland and central Eu-
rope in the 1840s and 1850s, the Roman Catholic Church itself became for
a time the Other. The 1850s, the decade of massive immigration from Ire-
land, was the time of the Know Nothing movement and of wild nativist
paranoia about papal plots in America.

It was not hard to see “Prussian militarism” as the Other in 1917,
when the big new German U-boats sank liners and freighters bound for
Britain and France with Americans on board. It was even easier in the
1930s and 1940s to see Nazi Germany and its Italian and Japanese allies in
the same light. Easiest of all was to cast international communism as an
implacable enemy, and one that could be seen as an enemy within as well
as without, burrowing into American society through spies, agents, labor
radicals, and pink professors.

Soon the exceptionalism of the Cold War period took on a religious
flavor. In a famous passage in his memoirs, Dean Acheson describes how
he intervened in a meeting with President Truman to persuade him that
the United States must take over the defense of Greece and Turkey from
Britain, which could no longer afford to keep troops there. Acheson re-
called how when his chief, the secretary of state, General Marshall,
“flubbed his opening statement,”he pleaded in a whisper to be allowed to
speak. “I knew we were met at Armageddon,” he wrote. As the son of an
Episcopal bishop, Acheson knew very well that Armageddon was the
place where, in the book of Revelation, the last battle would be fought be-
tween the legions of good and evil.23

Five years after Dean Acheson stood at Armageddon, as we have
seen, the great New England scholar Perry Miller spoke at the opening of
an exhibition of Puritan texts at the John Carter Brown Library at Brown
University in Providence. He took his theme from a sermon preached in
1670 by the Reverend Samuel Danforth, which gave him a title: New En-
gland’s Errand into the Wilderness. In his speech, Miller made the ulti-
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mate exceptionalist boast: “The Bay Company was . . . an organized task
force of Christians, executing a flank attack on the corruptions of Chris-
tendom.”

There had always been a thread of religious destiny in the pattern of
American patriotism. Lincoln and Woodrow Wilson infused their great
speeches with the language of redemption, election, salvation. But the
circumstances of the 1950s wove a new fabric. There was the conscious-
ness of material plenty. There was the sense of victory, with the lurking
hope that, whatever the dark powers of the Soviet Union, nuclear weap-
ons might restore invulnerability. Mingling with that hope was a new
fear, that America might yet be called to do final battle with the forces of
evil. All this came together to forge a new militant sense of exceptional-
ism. It breathes through the high school and college textbooks of the
time as well as through the political oratory, a belief that the United
States had been entrusted by God with a mission of bringing light to a
darkling world.

The most perfunctory trawl through the high school and college
textbooks of the Cold War period illustrates how pervasive was the ex-
ceptionalist theme. Americans who were at high school in the 1950s and
at college in the 1960s were brought up with assumptions about the ex-
ceptional historical destiny of the United States as uncontested as the air
they breathed. These texts were not especially arrogant or aggressive in
their assumptions. Most were written with a due respect for those past
European traditions they saw as contributing to the improved version of
humanity that was America. They occasionally made a bow to what were
seen as the promising efforts of Latin America to aspire to the same
ideals. They were not even wholly uncritical. Slavery is condemned, and
some texts even speak sympathetically of the experience of the Native
Americans, though others are less sensitive in that regard. What is char-
acteristic of them all is a certain calm assumption of the ethical superior-
ity not only of the American condition but also of American ideals.

A 1948 high school text illustrates this tone.24 It begins by asking the
teacher to invite the students to say which they consider to be the three
greatest countries in the world. From the start, then, children are to be
taught to put their homeland in a competitive setting. It then lists, in a
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frankly self-congratulatory tone, ten characteristics of “Americanism”
that can be traced from colonial times to the present:

(1) Economic opportunity
(2) Wide participation in politics
(3) Belief in reform rather than revolution (!)
(4) A mobile population
(5) A high position and freedom for women
(6) Belief in education and widespread educational opportunity
(7) Concern for the welfare of others
(8) Toleration of differences
(9) Respect for the rights and abilities of the individual

(10) World-wide responsibility

It is not that any of these propositions, except perhaps the volte-
face on revolution, is plain untrue. It is not even that many of them apply
to most other developed societies. Are Americans unique in their con-
cern for the welfare of others, for example? Or in respect for education?
In their respect for women? What is suspect is that the purpose of begin-
ning a secondary school textbook with a set of self-praising propositions
of this kind is not to encourage a thoughtful or analytical understanding
of the history of the student’s country. It is to inculcate an American ex-
ceptionalist ideology, almost, indeed, a theology.

Unit Seven is a good example of this tone. “People from many
countries came to America as a land of opportunity. These people devel-
oped ideals which one historian has called the American Dream. It is a
dream of a richer, fuller, and better life for each person according to his
ability and his talents regardless of his race or nationality. . . . The Amer-
ican Dream is slowly coming true.” So that’s all right, then.

When those high school students (or, in those days, a severely lim-
ited proportion of them) reached college, they would be taught history
in a similarly ideological vein. A 1960 college text is equally self-congrat-
ulatory:

The American Revolution was in part a revolt against the up-
per classes of European derivation, and as time went on the
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cult of the common man grew until it became the typical
American philosophy. The goal of America has been the eco-
nomic improvement of the masses, and this remains a goal
which requires social and economic change. . . . The goal of
achieving a decent standard of living for all men, of abolish-
ing poverty and inequality, has come closer to realization in
the United States than was dreamed possible. It has largely
eliminated those class conflicts which have plagued almost all
societies. The ‘classless society’ which Marxian socialists held
up as the goal of proletarian revolution has been largely
achieved by American “capitalism,” mixed with a good deal of
government welfare activity. The American standard of living
is many times the world average.25

Calm as is the tone, and free from vulgar bombast, this text does
read oddly today. The suggestion, for example, that the Revolution tar-
geted “upper classes of European derivation” suggests that it was largely
carried out by persons not of European derivation. But Washington’s
family came from England, and Jefferson’s were Irish Protestants. With
few exceptions, all the Founding Fathers traced their descent from the
British Isles, and so did most of their followers. The only significant pop-
ulations in the American colonies not of European descent were slaves,
who tended to favor the English Crown, and Native Americans, who dis-
played an infuriating tendency to side with sometimes the English, some-
times the French monarchy. The language imports into the account of
the American Revolution anachronistic New Deal–era notions of im-
migrant populations rising against Boston Brahmin snobs and their un-
reconstructed habit of insisting that “no Irish need apply.” The text has a
liberal flavor that is now out of fashion. It would, I suppose, be a bold
person who would now maintain that the goal of America is still the eco-
nomic improvement of the masses, and indeed an unusual teacher who
would speak to students of “the masses.” As for the abolition of inequal-
ity, the United States now comes either near the top or at the top of the
list of the most unequal societies among the world’s developed industrial
democracies, whether measured by income or wealth.26 Nor, at the time
of writing, is the American standard of living “many times”the average of
its equals and competitors in the world.
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The peroration of this textbook praises American society for its su-
periority in terms of charity, tolerance, and faith. “No other portion of
the globe,” the authors write on the very eve of the civil rights revolution
and the racial rioting in several hundred cities across the United States in
the middle 1960s,“has a comparable record in the peaceful coexistence of
so many different kinds of people.”Finally, the authors praise their coun-
trymen for their exceptionally pacific character:

The vision of universal peace continues to exist here. The
“true grandeur of nations,”Americans have always felt, lies in
peace, not in war; in social improvement, not in military
glory. . . . This secular version of the Christian ideal of the
millennium comes as close as any one thing to summing up
the meaning of American history. A land where miracles have
happened, and unhappy men have become happy, America is
a country with a national faith that this can go on happening,
until democracy, in the words of Walt Whitman, has fash-
ioned “a new earth and a new man.”

The ideal is endearing. No one can dislike the teachers who offered
such an irenic vision to adolescents.Yet this picture was offered in the year
when the most successful military man of his generation was warning his
countrymen against the dangers of the military industrial complex, and
former lieutenant (junior grade) John Fitzgerald Kennedy was riding to
power with his warnings of a nonexistent missile gap with the Soviet
Union. In his eloquent inaugural he told his countrymen that the trum-
pet summoned them again—“not as a call to bear arms, though arms we
need; not as a call to battle, though embattled we are”—to a “long twilight
struggle.”It was true that he defined that struggle as one against “the com-
mon enemies of mankind: tyranny, poverty, disease, and war itself.” But
his call was clearly understood, in America and around the world, as a
call to renewed militancy against the nation’s military enemies in the
Cold War. And over the following half-century the United States, for all
this vision of “universal peace,” accumulated the most formidable mili-
tary arsenal the world had ever seen by spending more on the military
than the rest of the world put together, and used that arsenal on many oc-
casions.
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There is no “official history” in the United States as it was known in
the Soviet Union or other totalitarian states, though the need for text-
books to be vetted by state authorities can sometimes, in some southern
states, approach the reality of censorship. If one American historian can
claim a pseudo-official status, however, it is perhaps Daniel J. Boorstin,
who served with distinction as Librarian of Congress, and who is widely
admired for the learning and originality of his three-volume history, The
Americans. But the college text that Boorstin wrote with the help of his
wife and a colleague has an unmistakably exceptionalist tone, from a
“prologue” on the very first page:

American history, in this version, is the story of a magic trans-
formation. How did people from everywhere join the Ameri-
can people? How did men and women from a tired Old World
where people thought they knew what to expect become
wide-eyed explorers of a New World? . . . What has been espe-
cially American about our ways of living and earning a living?
Our ways of making war and making peace? Our ways of
thinking and hoping and fearing, of worshipping God and
fighting the Devil? Our ways of traveling and politicking, of
importing people, of building houses and cities? These are
some of the questions we try to answer in this book.27

Nothing could be more explicit. The emphasis of a history to be put
into the hands of undergraduates is to focus consciously on what is dif-
ferent, what is “especially American,” in other words on what is excep-
tional, about American history. No wonder if at least some of the Ameri-
cans taught in this spirit out of books like this came to believe that not
only their country, but they too—unlike “tired”Europeans—were morally
exceptional. In these texts, we can actually watch young Americans being
taught a quasi-official exceptionalism that takes little account of incon-
venient facts. They could not be expected to see it for the tangle of dan-
gerous half-truths that it was.
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