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Series Introduction

Social history is, simply put, the study of past societies. More specifically, social historians attempt to describe societies in their totality and hence often eschew analysis of politics and ideas. Although many social historians argue that it is impossible to understand how societies functioned without some consideration of the ways that politics works on a daily basis or what ideas could be found circulating at any given time, they tend to pay little attention to the formal arenas of electoral politics or intellectual currents. In the United States, social historians have been engaged in describing components of the population that had earlier often escaped formal analysis, notably women, members of ethnic or cultural minorities, or those who had fewer economic opportunities than the elite.

Social history became a vibrant discipline in the United States after it had already gained enormous influence in Western Europe. In France, social history in its modern form emerged with the rising prominence of a group of scholars associated with the journal Annales Économie, Société, Civilisation (or Annales ESC, as it is known). In its pages and in a series of books from historians affiliated with the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales in Paris, brilliant historians such as Marc Bloch, Jacques Le Goff, and Emanuel LeRoy Ladurie described seemingly every aspect of French society. Among the masterpieces of this historical reconstruction was Fernand Braudel’s monumental study, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, published first in Paris in 1946 and in a revised edition in English in 1972. In this work, Braudel argued that the only way to understand a place in its totality was to describe its environment, its social and economic structures, and its political systems. In Britain, the emphasis of social historians has been less on questions of environment, per se, than on a description of human communities in all their complexities. For example, social historians there have taken advantage of that nation’s remarkable local archives to reconstruct the history of the family and details of its rural past. Works such as Peter Laslett’s The World We Have Lost, first printed in 1966, and the multi-authored Agrarian History of England and Wales, which began to appear in print in 1967, revealed that painstaking work could reveal the lives and habits of individuals who never previously attracted the interest of biographers, demographers, or most historians.

Social history in the United States gained a large following in the second half of the 20th century, especially during the 1960s and 1970s. Its development sprang from political, technical, and intellectual impulses deeply embedded in the culture of the modern university. The politics of civil rights and social reform fueled the passions of historians who strove to tell the stories of the underclass. They benefited from the adoption by historians of statistical analysis, which allowed scholars to trace where individuals lived, how often they moved, what kinds of jobs they took, and whether their economic status declined, stagnated, or improved over time. As history departments expanded, many who emerged from graduate schools focused their attention on groups that had previously been ignored or marginalized. Women’s history became a central concern among U.S. historians, as did the history of African Americans, Native Americans, Latinos, and others. These historians pushed historical study in the United States farther away from the study of formal politics and intellectual trends. Although few Americanists could achieve the technical brilliance of some social historians in Europe, collectively they have been engaged in a vast act of description, with the goal of describing seemingly every facet of life from 1492 to the present.

The 16 volumes in this series together represent the continuing efforts of historians to describe U.S. society. Most of the volumes focus on chronological areas, from the broad sweep of the colonial era to the more narrowly defined collections of essays on the eras of the Cold War, the baby boom, and the United States in the age of the Vietnam War. The series also includes entire volumes on the epochs that defined the nation, the American Revolution and the Civil War, as well as volumes dedicated to the process of westward expansion, women’s rights, and African American history.

This social history series derives its strength from the talented editors of individual volumes. Each editor is an expert in his or her own field, who selected and organized the contents of his or her volume. Editors solicited other experienced historians to write individual essays. Every volume contains first-rate analysis, complemented by lively anecdotes designed to reveal the complex contours of specific historical moments. The many illustrations to be found in these volumes testify as well to the recognition that any society can be understood not only by the texts that its participants produce but also by the images that they craft. Primary source documents in each volume allow interested readers to pursue some specific topics in greater depth, and each volume contains a chronology to provide guidance to the flow of events over time. These tools—anecdotes, images, texts, and timelines—allow readers to gauge the inner workings of the United States in particular periods and yet also to glimpse connections between eras.

The articles in these volumes testify to the abundant strengths of historical scholarship in the United States in the early years of the 21st century. Despite the occasional academic contest that flares into public notice, or the self-serving cant of politicians who want to manipulate the nation’s past for partisan ends—for example, in debates over the Second Amendment to the U.S. Constitution and what it means about potential limits to the rights of gun ownership—the articles here all reveal the vast increase in knowledge of the American past that has taken place over the previous half century. Social historians do not dominate history faculties in U.S. colleges and universities, but no one could deny them a seat at the intellectual table. Without their efforts, intellectual, cultural, and political historians would be hard pressed to understand why certain ideas circulated when they did, why some religious movements prospered or foundered, how developments in fields such as medicine and engineering reflected larger concerns, and what shaped the world we inhabit.

Fernand Braudel and his colleagues envisioned entire laboratories of historians, in which scholars working together would be able to produce histoire totale: total history. Historians today seek more humble goals for our collective enterprise. But, as the richly textured essays in these volumes reveal, scholarly collaboration has in fact brought us much closer to that dream. These volumes do not and cannot include every aspect of U.S. history. However, every page reveals something interesting or valuable about how U.S. society functioned. Together, these books suggest the crucial necessity of stepping back to view the grand complexities of the past rather than pursuing narrower prospects and lesser goals.

Peter C. Mancall

Series Editor


Introduction

According to most popular understandings of wartime, wars usually have clearly defined beginnings and endings. Conventional definitions of war require clearly demarcated combatants, with each side typically able to articulate what it hopes to achieve. Most wars leave physical evidence of the struggle, either in the form of battlefields, widespread destruction, or other kinds of visible effects. Most wars are fought in order to attain or retain control of land or property or political hierarchies. For U.S. citizens, most wars have been fought by those “over there,” where the fighting occurred, or “over here,” on the home front.

The Cold War turned all of these assumptions upside down, and historians continue to debate the meanings and legacies of this complex historical era. When did the Cold War begin? When did it end (or has it ended)? Who were the most important combatants: military leaders, political leaders, or ordinary men, women and children? Where were the most important battlefields? Were they in Europe, China, Vietnam, Korea, U.S. communities, or even within the hearts and minds of individual citizens? What were the objectives of the combatants? Were the United States and the Soviet Union trying to destroy one another or simply to maintain their own spheres of influence?

These questions have resulted in significant and long-running debates over the timeline, interpretation, and consequences of the Cold War era. In this volume of essays, the Cold War is dated from roughly the end of World War II through the early 1960s. Although U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War was undoubtedly motivated by Cold War concerns, its role in the shaping of recent U.S. history is so significant that it is best treated in a separate volume. As with the other volumes in this series, this collection of essays focuses on social history. This refers to the study of ordinary men, women, and children, rather than on better known political and military figures; it is often referred to as history from the “ground up” rather than the “top down.” The study of history, also referred to as historiography, traditionally focused on elites and so-called great men (and occasionally women). Beginning in the 1960s, this approach underwent criticism and reconsideration by a new generation of historians that had been shaped by the dramatic social turmoil of that decade. These new historians began to focus more on the experiences of men, women, and children who did not necessarily occupy powerful, wealthy, or influential roles in society. This new type of historical interpretation became known as social history; in the last several decades, it has enormously complicated and enriched our understanding of various historical epochs.

Social history must always take into account political, economic, and diplomatic developments, especially so in the case of this volume’s theme. However, social history emphasizes the experiences of average Americans, rather than examining the experiences of political leaders and elites. Essays in this volume discuss women, children, gays and lesbians, African Americans, laborers, journalists, federal and civil defense workers, and popular culture, in addition to an essay looking at politicians who helped shape Cold War debates at the local and national level. Essays in this volume examine the ways in which Cold War anxieties and priorities helped shape U.S. attitudes about gender relations, child-rearing, sexual behavior, and other aspects of individual and community life; given that Cold War studies are usually military, political, or diplomatic in nature, these essays provide fresh ways of thinking about the effects and legacies of this period.

To understand the dramatic impact of the Cold War on U.S. life, it is important to consider the historical context. The Cold War resists easy or conventional bookends (i.e., years that define the beginning and ending of a particular era). The roots of the Cold War might, in some respects, be traced back to the publication of The Communist Manifesto in 1849. Although U.S. capitalism was by most measures still in its infancy at that time, many U.S. readers reacted with disapproval and strong rejection of the interpretation of history, economic relationships, and the future predictions put forward by Karl Marx and Fredrich Engels in that book. The public imagination was especially riveted and, for some, frightened by their prediction that capitalism would one day fail and be replaced with a state controlled by workers. But it would certainly be a stretch to say that the Cold War started in the 19th century.

Some have proposed that the Cold War started with the Russian Revolution of 1917, and indeed President Woodrow Wilson did authorize the deployment of U.S. Marines in an attempt to defeat the Bolsheviks. Although Soviet leaders were very critical of U.S. efforts to interfere with the revolution, the so-called invasion was short-lived and had limited effect. In the aftermath of World War 1, the United States had experienced its first “Red Scare,” when Wilson’s Attorney General, A. Mitchell Palmer, sought the arrest and/or deportation of hundreds of suspected political radicals, most of them accused of fomenting socialist revolution. For much of the past century, labor activism and socialism were seen by many as synonymous (and certainly some, but not all, labor activists were indeed socialists).

The Soviets resented the refusal of the United States to recognize the Soviet government until after the inauguration of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1933; during the 1920s, this was another source of tension between the two nations. With the onset of the Great Depression in 1929, economic crisis brought renewed interest in critiques of capitalism, with a resurgence in union support and a proliferation of left-leaning political organizations. The Soviet Union sponsored the program known as the Popular Front, to encourage and support such movements, and to oppose the rise of fascism. Americans facing economic disaster were attracted to such groups in relatively large numbers, with membership in the Communist Party in the United States growing from 40,000 in 1936 to 82,000 by 1939; for many of these individuals, such associations would come back to haunt them in the postwar period. The Communist Party made a strong pitch for support, not only from labor groups and other traditional sources of recruitment but also African Americans. For some African American activists, even brief or tangential connections to the Communist Party would have long-term consequences in the postwar period.

World War II complicated the U.S.-Soviet relationship. Americans were outraged when Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin signed the Non-Aggression Pact with German Chancellor Adolf Hitler in 1939. In addition, by the late 1930s, rumors of the mass murders of suspected political opponents ordered by Stalin had also begun to circulate. The Popular Front collapsed in the wake of the Nazi-Soviet agreement, and Americans who had joined such organizations were left disorganized and on the defensive.

When Hitler ordered the invasion of the Soviet Union, Americans were forced to reconsider their anti-Soviet attitudes. Now, in the face of Hitler’s onslaught against the European continent and the beginning of the war in the Pacific against Japan, the United States and Great Britain realized, reluctantly, that cooperation with Stalin was essential if the Allies were to win. The United States and Soviets formed an uneasy alliance during the war, with the United States providing millions of dollars in aid to the Russians through the Lend-Lease Act and other materiel support. In 1943, Roosevelt, British Prime Minister Churchill, and Stalin met at Yalta, where they agreed to work toward the creation of what became the United Nations. In addition, Stalin promised to hold open elections in Poland and other Soviet-occupied territories in East Europe. Roosevelt was later criticized for naiveté in accepting Stalin’s word that he would permit elections to take place.

Although Americans were suspicious of the Soviet Union and its political system, the immediate threat presented by the Germans and Japanese sublimated those concerns. Indeed, the United States also cooperated with Chinese Communists in fighting the Japanese occupation of Manchuria and with Ho Chi Minh’s struggle against the Japanese presence in Vietnam. In addition, many Americans recognized and admired the extraordinary sacrifices of the Soviet people in fighting Nazism, resulting in twenty million Russian deaths. As the war came to a conclusion in Europe in May 1945, this fragile accommodation began to fall apart. Roosevelt died in April 1945, and his successor, Harry Truman, inexperienced in foreign policy and only recently having joined Roosevelt’s administration, was deeply suspicious of Stalin and his motives in Eastern Europe. At the Potsdam Conference in July 1945, Truman and Stalin took stock of one another and emerged with little reason to believe that the war time alliance would hold into peace time. It was at Potsdam that Truman learned that the team of scientists working on the Manhattan Project had successfully tested a nuclear bomb. Truman wrote later that he knew this meant the end of the war with Japan; he also recognized that this new weapon could play a decisive role in securing U.S. supremacy over the Soviets.

The collapse of the World War II alliance between the United States and the Soviet Union presented a diplomatic dilemma, which quickly became a domestic controversy as well. Historians such as Ellen Schrecker have documented the network that was already in place, which was both prepared and committed to targeting and destroying allegedly subversive elements in U.S. society and politics. The passage of the Smith Act in 1940, which prohibited teaching or promoting the overthrow of the U.S. government, and the creation of the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) in 1938 provided critical tools for this network. From its inception, the FBI had initiated programs investigating alleged radicalism in U.S. society; in fact, this was a particular interest of the longtime FBI director, J. Edgar Hoover. This network included a number of prominent political leaders, as well as previously unknown individuals, who would find themselves in the spotlight as anxieties over Communism mounted. Indeed, evidence suggests that some of these individuals exaggerated alleged subversion as a way to promote their own career goals. In Jeffrey D. Bass’s essay, included in this volume, he examines the careers of some of these Cold Warriors to assess their impact on local, state, and national politics.

Investigations into Communist infiltration in U.S. society began in Congress and in the executive branch. In 1947, HUAC began investigating claims that a group of Hollywood screenwriters, actors, and directors had unknowingly, or unwittingly, become agents for promoting Communist propaganda. The so-called Hollywood Ten was a group of writers who were ordered to testify before HUAC to answer questions about these claims. The men refused to cooperate, invoking Fifth Amendment rights, which protect accused citizens from having to give evidence against themselves. Although they insisted that this did not represent an admission of guilt, most of the Congressmen and many other Americans assumed that they must be guilty of the crimes with which they were charged. In fact, most of these men did have connections either to the Communist Party or to related organizations, although there is no evidence that they plotted revolution.

Others of those brought before the committee to testify were more cooperative, notably Ronald Reagan and Gary Cooper. Reagan, who at the time of his testimony was serving as president of the Screen Actor’s Guild, an industry union, parlayed his appearance before the committee into a blossoming political career. Although Reagan’s acting had received lukewarm reviews and showed no signs of leading to major stardom, he was a charismatic voice in warning of the dangers of Communism within Hollywood (and eventually much farther afield). This knack for politics encouraged Reagan to change careers.

Meanwhile, within the executive branch, President Truman sought to address allegations that he had not been tough enough on Communism within the federal government. Many young men and women had toyed with the idea of joining, or had actually joined, a variety of Popular Front, Communist, or radical labor organizations during the Great Depression; some of these individuals later became federal employees. These earlier associations, many of them long-abandoned, were brought up as proof that Truman had permitted dangerous elements into the most important agencies of the federal government. To head off these charges, in 1947, Truman instituted the loyalty-security program through Executive Order 9835, which required federal employees to swear an oath of loyalty and a promise that the employee had never been a member of the Communist Party or had any “sympathetic” association with it. In 1950, the Department of Justice released a list of organizations, membership in which qualified as violating the oath. The list, called the Attorney General’s List of Totalitarian, Fascist, Communist, Subversive, and Other Organizations (AGLOSO), mostly included fairly obscure and many obsolete organizations. Nevertheless, as Martin Manning documents in his essay on the effects of Cold War anxieties within the federal government, any individual who had, at any time, belonged to one of the named groups was potentially subject to being questioned and to losing his or her job.

Historians have debated why Truman was willing to impose such a sweeping and controversial program. With little foreign policy experience, surrounded by advisors who urged a hard line against Communism, Truman was persuaded that he could not afford to do any less. As China slipped farther under the control of Communists and in the wake of widely publicized cases of alleged (or proven) espionage, Truman was hammered by Republican political opponents for being weak on national security. Truman felt unable or unwilling to stand them down.

As Manning notes in his essay, the effects of the federal loyalty oath programs were real and, in many cases, devastating for individuals with long careers in public service. Among those who had experimented with membership in left-wing political and labor organizations was Alger Hiss, a State Department official, who had accompanied Roosevelt to the Yalta Conference held near the end of World War II; in 1948, a journalist and former Communist turned informant named Whittaker Chambers accused Hiss of also being a former Communist. Hiss strongly denied the allegation, and the case became the first of the high-profile McCarthy-era court cases. Hiss was never convicted of being a Soviet spy, but he was eventually forced to recant his testimony denying acquaintance with Chambers. Hiss was convicted of perjury and served several years in prison. (Recently released Soviet archives suggest that Hiss may, in fact, have been a Soviet operative. Hiss’s possible guilt raises new questions about the McCarthy era and how to interpret the threat that Communist agents may have represented.)

Cold War anxieties seized the imagination of the U.S. public in 1949; it was a year when the fear of Communist infiltration moved from places such as Washington, D.C., and Hollywood, both of which were far from middle America, to every town and community in the country. During that year, China fell to the Communists, which many Americans viewed as a major foreign policy failure that had taken U.S. political leadership by surprise; far more ominously, it was
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