Introduction to this book

mass of Americans who still believed in the Dream and, more importantly,
were willing to work for it. But Nixon’s downfall in the Watergate Affair

was a better story than any that Hollywood had produced and gave rise to a
pessimism about America’s future that tainted Nixon’s two successors. They
suffered further economic trials and succeeded only in swapping the jungles
of Vietnam for the deserts of the Middle East when it came to foreign policy
problems. By 1980 the Dream came full circle as Hollywood casting finally got
its hands on the presidency and former B-movie actor Ronald Reagan could
promise that he would make America great again.

This book will encourage you to reflect on what the American Dream’
meant in the years 1945 to 1980 and how perceptions of the Dream changed.
It will also require you to think about how the relationship between the
government and the people differed for different groups at different times. In
the course of your journey through these years of US history, you will come to
appreciate how difficult it can be to strike a balance between personal freedom
and the responsibilities of individuals to society as a whole. You will also
come to understand how the role of business, the media, the Church and the
wider world can affect the decisions people make both at the ballot box and in
the streets — one of the many issues thrown up by this period of history that
continues to be relevant today.

The thirty-five years that followed the Second World War saw changes in
America that rippled out across the world. Partly this came through economic
strength, partly from the size and power of the US military machine and its
arsenal of nuclear weapons, but it also came from the actions of individual
Americans. This may have been collectively as they campaigned for their
rights, or individually as they bought fast-food, suburban homes, new cars and
music that encouraged them to challenge authority. There is much to fascinate
and much to think about in this book and whatever conclusions you reach on
the events, ideas and developments that you will read about, remember that
whatever the setbacks, the errors and the excesses, this was a time when the
US you recognise today was born.

part One Prosperity, inequality and Superpower status, 1945-1963

Truman and post-war America,

1945-1952
The United States in 1945

President Truman announces the surrender of Japan in a radio address to the
American people, 1 September 1945:

Liberty does not make all men perfect nor all society secure. But it has
provided more solid progress and happiness and decency for more people than
any other philosophy of government in history. We know that we can meet the
hard problems of peace which have come upon us. America can build for itself
a future of employment and security. Together with the United Nations, it can
build a world of peace founded on justice, fair dealing, and tolerance. From this
day we move forward. We move toward a new era of security at home. With the
other United Nations we move toward a new and better world of cooperation, of
peace and international good will and cooperation. God's help has brought us
to this day of victory. With His help we will attain that peace and prosperity for
ourselves and all the world in the years ahead.
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Evaluating primary sources

1. What reasons does Truman give in Source 1 for US success in the Second
World War?
2. Why might an historian find this source valuable in understanding Truman’s goals?

The legacies of the Second World War

For the American people the experience of war between 1941 and 1945 had
been different from all the other nations involved. Outside the USA the legacy
of war included mass destruction, massive casualties, huge social disruption
and serious economic hardship. Millions of people in Europe and the Far

East suffered bombings, food shortages and rationing as well as occupation

by foreign armies. None of this happened to the American people. No foreign
soldier set foot on American soil and American pride was enhanced by the
size and success of the war effort with many Americans, military or civilian,
strongly believing that the Second World War was a ‘good war’.

 Country Military  Civilian | Total |
Soviet Union 10,000,000 | 10,000,000 20,000,000

| Germany 3,500,000 700,000 4,200,000

| Japan 2,000,000 350,000 2,350,000

| France 250,000 350,000 600,000

K 326,000 62,000 388,000

| USA 400,000 6 400,000

Table 1. Estimated deaths in the Second World War:

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

e the legacies of the Second World
War

e powers of the US president

e the main American political
parties

e the state of the US economy and
American post-war prosperity

e the regional, ethnic and social
divisions in the USA.

Truman saw the US through
the end of the Second World
War

Harry S Truman (1884-1972),

the 33rd president, had been vice
president under Franklin Delano
Roosevelt (FDR) for less than three
months when FDR died. Dealing with
the post-war fall out, communism

at home and abroad, as well as civil
rights issues and an economy in
transition, Truman plumbed depths

" of unpopularity in opinion polls.

However, his uncompromising and
honest approach (he had a sign on his
desk that read ‘the buck stops here’)
saw him re-evaluated on his death

in 1972.
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Look carefully at the image of New
York, what can you infer from the
photograph about the industries that
were successful?
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American exceptionalism: the
idea that America is unique or
exceptional which has become
a popular part of conservative
American thinking

Roosevelt led the US in a time
of economic depression and
total war

Franklin Delano Roosevelt
(1882-1945) was born to wealthy
New York-based parents. He was the
fifth cousin of Teddy Roosevelt, the
26th President. He became president
after three years as Governor of New
York and his ‘New Deal’ policies of
large-scale government intervention
and spending on infrastructure
projects are often credited with
bringing the country out of the
Great Depression. Roosevelt
contracted polio at the age of 39 but
was careful never to allow his lack of
mobility to be seen by the public.

Fig.2 New York City in the 1940s. While the capitals of Europe smouldered,
the US thrived

By the start of 1945 the USA was clearly in the strongest position of any
country. With a mere 7 per cent of the global population, the US had 42 per
cent of the world’s income, 62 per cent of its discovered oil, 50 per cent of

its manufacturing output, 80 per cent of its cars and 33 million households
owned a radio. The war in Europe was drawing to a close and the USA was in
the ascendency in the Pacific. The ideas of ‘American exceptionalism’ and
the country’s ‘manifest destiny’ had grown in many minds. The economy had
recovered strongly from the Great Depression thanks partly to war spending,
there was a strong sense of national unity, President Roosevelt was popular
and there was little criticism of the political system.

The political scene

On 12 April 1945 the 32nd president of the United States, Franklin Delano
Roosevelt died following a stroke, bringing to an end his 12 years as
president. He is still the longest-serving president, being in office for

1500 days longer than any other. Roosevelt had presided over two major
crises: the Great Depression that followed the Wall Street Crash of 1929
and the Second World War and his approval rating at the time of his death
stood at 70 per cent, having never dipped below 48 per cent.

His successor and Vice President Harry S Truman (his middle name was
just S) therefore had a difficult act to follow, not least because the wars in
Europe and the Pacific were still going on and because he was seen by many as
a compromise candidate for the vice presidency and not up to the top job.

When Truman offered his consolations to the widowed Eleanor Roosevelt,
saying, ‘Is there anything I can do for you?’ Mrs Roosevelt responded, ‘Is there
anything we can do for you? For you are the one in trouble now?

Powers of the presidency

Though the US president is often described as the most powerful person in the
world, one of the principles of the American political system is that of ‘checks
and balances.

In this system the president is prevented from having too much power both
by a Congress that can refuse to co-operate and a Supreme Court that can
rule the president’s actions as unconstitutional. The president, meanwhile, can
veto congressional proposals for laws and gets to appoint new members of the
Supreme Court. Congress’s power comes from the ability to introduce new
proposals for laws, control the budget, approve or disapprove of presidential
nominations to the Supreme Court and impeach the president if he is accused
of a crime. In this way each part of the government can ‘check’ the other
parts meaning no part can become too powerful; a sensible system for a
new country eager, in 1787 when the Constitution was written, to avoid the
mistakes of Europe.

Truman lacked the political capital of Roosevelt, and Mrs Roosevelt
was right to suggest that he was in trouble as the complicated set up of
the US political system could easily leave a weak president faced with an
uncooperative Congress and Supreme Court, along with uncooperative
individual states. This system was designed to prevent the kind of dictatorships
that had developed in Europe but it also served to create tension between
the states and the Federal government, between Congress and the president
and between the president and the Supreme Court. In addition, with the
system of elections for president, the House of Representatives and the Senate
overlapping it was possible to have a Republican president and a Democrat
controlled Congress and vice versa, leading to intransigence in the passing of
legislation with both Congress and the president blaming each other.

Try to watch some episodes of the US television show The West Wing.
Though it deals with a contemporary presidency it provides excellent, if
idealistic, insights into the workings of the presidency and relations with
Congress, the Supreme Court and the Press.

Supreme Court Judge Thurgood Marshall, the great grandson of a slave,
commenting on the US Constitution, in its bicentennial year, 1987 Marshall

Was one of few willing to criticise the Constitution and the Framers (the
Founding Fathers who wrote the Constitution ):

I do not believe that the meaning of the Constitution was forever ‘fixed’ at the
Philadelphia Convention. Nor do | find the wisdom, foresight, and sense of justice
exhibited by the Framers particularly profound. To the contrary, the government
the{y devised was defective from the start, requiring several amendments,

a cwil.war, and momentous social transformation to attain the system of
constitutional government, and its respect for the individual freedoms and
h-urrtan rights, we hold as fundamental today. When contemporary Americans
Cite The Constitution, they invoke a concept that is vastly different from what
the Framers barely began to construct two centuries ago.

';:tlzlsﬂgtai}slothﬁd to face up tf’ the fact that both Congress and the individual
. 2{ oosevelt had' 1ncreas_ed Executive power at their expense. With
B e i };geli pea;e and an 1pexper1enced new president there was every
| :Ye t at E.xecutlve power would be challenged repeatedly at home.
B exerdsevionlgtltu.non ma.de little reference to the powers that the president
'PIOmacy hadm oreign Affalrs, and the rolle of the president in international
e expanded' in the f.:arly twentieth century. As a result, Truman
considerably easier to wield power internationally than at home.
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impeach: meaning to charge the
holder of a public office, such as
the president, with misconduct

For more details of the American
political system and Constitution, see
pages xii—xiii in the Introduction.

political capital: this refers to the
trust and influence a politician
has with the public and other
politicians which forms a kind
of currency that politicians can
'spend’ to get things done

intransigence: refusal to change
one’s views about something

1€ prima

What argument is Source 2 trying to
make? What tone does it use?

Convention: a formal meeting of a
political party in the US for the
purposes of choosing candidates
and establishing policies

strengths and weaknesses of the
president’s role.
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segregationist: someone who
supported the separation of races

Dixiecrat: a portmanteau term (word
formed from combining two
others) for Southern Democrats,
‘Dixie’ was a common name for
the South

non-intervention: an ideological
attitude where the government
tries to minimise its involvement
in the everyday lives of the
population

small government: non-intervention
should lead to small government,
meaning a limited number of
administrators and hence a lower
cost in taxation

emancipation: the freeing of slaves
by government order and the
abolition of slavery

Extension

Research the two principal political
parties and try to come up with five
words that define each one.

The main American political parties

There were two major political parties in the USA: The Democrats and the
Republicans. All presidents and all but eight members of the Senate and House
of Representatives came from one of these two parties in the period from
1945 to 1980. Independent candidates could stand in presidential elections,
as Strom Thurmond did in 1948 and George Wallace in 1968, but political
success was primarily dependent on being part of one of the two parties.
There are several reasons behind the advantage of being either a Democrat
or a Republican. Firstly the US electoral system is a ‘winner takes all’ system.
There are no seats in Congress or re-use of votes for the party or candidate
that comes second, and either the Democrats or the Republicans always won.
As a result there is no incentive to form or support a party that is popular but
cannot win. In addition, the USA has mostly single member districts meaning
that each legislative district sends only one member to Congress, in contrast
to some countries where multiple-member districts (or constituencies)
make it easier for minor parties to succeed because there are more members
winning seats in the legislature. Finally, this system was so entrenched by
1945 that there was no incentive to change it. As a result, the Democrats and
Republicans could benefit from access to financial resources that smaller
parties could never dream of and could also adopt policies that the electorate
approved of.

ACLOSER LOOK

The Democratic Party

The Modern Democratic Party in the US was founded in 1828 and its
traditional stronghold had always been in the South where Democrats
and pursued segregationist policies. The Administrations of Woodrow
Wilson and FDR had created a more liberal and interventionist
platform and, in 1945, the party was split between ‘New Deal liberals’
and Dixiecrats who would often vote with Republicans in Congress on
matters connected to race.

The Republican Party

Founded in 1854 by anti-slavery activists and traditionally strong in the
North, Midwest and New England, the Republicans tended to support non-
intervention and small government along with a conservative attitude to
civil rights. They were largely despised in the South owing to Lincoln’s role
in emancipation of the slaves but, following the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the
Southern states have voted for the Republican party consistently.

Post-war prosperity

The first and perhaps most important impact of the war was to fully restore
the American economy. It is often claimed that it was not the ‘New Deal’ that
pulled the USA out of the Great Depression but rather that it was the war that
kick-started real economic recovery. In 1940, unemployment still stood at
nearly 8 million. In the war years there was full employment, and even some
shortages of workers in certain areas of the economy, especially agriculture.

A CLOSER LOOK
The ‘New Deal’ (1933-8)

A series of domestic programs introduced by President Roosevelt to
kick-start the economy and provide jobs. The programs were a pro-active
response to the Great Depression, and focused on providing jobs for the
unemployed and poor, restoring economic activity and reforming the
financial system with the government borrowing money to invest in various
programmes. In Roosevelt’s 12 years in office, the US economy enjoyed an
average annual GDP growth of 8.5 per cent, the highest growth rate in the
history of any industrialised country.

Fig.4 A female worker working on the interior of a B17. By the middle of the Second
World War, aircraft were being produced at the rate of 1000 a day, providing
new jobs and generating large amounts of money for the US economy

While the USA had emerged as a prosperous nation, its rivals such as the
British Empire, Germany, Japan, France and the Soviet Union had been badly
damaged by the war. This gave the USA a huge advantage in trade in the years
that immediately followed. Other countries needed goods and raw material
to rebuild and the USA was in a position to supply them. The country also
benefitted from the repayment of loans it had made to the Allied powers and
the reparations it had received in the post-war settlements. These included
patents of German inventions such as the soft drink ‘Fanta’,

In this climate of economic advantage and undamaged industry, the US
economy flourished and the average American benefitted not least because
of the growth of the major trades union organisations during the war. The
American Federation of Labour (AFL) and, even more so, the Congress of
Industrial Organisations (CIO) had defended worker’s rights and campaigned
for pay rises which were difficult to turn down in the war years.

Write three sentences about the post-war economic situation in the USA, two
should be true and one should be false. A partner should then guess the false
statement, or, if possible, argue that it is actually true.

CHAPTER 1 | The United States in 1945
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Label a map of the USA with the

key criteria from this section, such
as ethnic groups, relative wealth,
population, major cities and major
industries. What are the implications
of such diversity within such a large
country?
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The regional, ethnic and social divisions of the USA

Regional Divisions

The huge size of the US made for significant differences in climate, industry
and population density. The North East was the traditional political, financial
and educational powerhouse incorporating Washington DC, New York and
Boston. It saw itself as more sophisticated than the rest of the country and
more responsible for the success of the US; 18 of the 32 presidents up to FDR
had come from north-eastern states. The eastern states and the northern cities
of Chicago and Detroit could also lay claim to the most sophisticated industry,
especially the automobile industry in Detroit supplied by the raw material
richness of Pennsylvania and the Carolinas.

The Midwest was sparsely populated and lacked major cities, which
reduced its influence in national politics. However, the region had huge
agricultural riches stretching from Ohio to the Rocky Mountains which
produced sufficient wheat, corn and even rice to feed the population and
profitably export. The South was seen as more traditional than the rest of the
country. Segregation was still embraced and rural communities focused on
plantation crops such as cotton, sugar and tobacco which dominated. The
South’s legacy of slavery and its defeat in the Civil War influenced Southern
political attitudes towards the rest of the country. On the border with
Mexico were the hot, dry states of Texas, New Mexico, Arizona and Southern
California. These states were oil rich and were experiencing a population
explosion caused by an influx of Hispanic immigrants and white Americans
who were moving away from the colder North; although the population in
these areas remained small and their political influence was limited.
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Fig.5 Map showing the Deep South and Mid-West in relation the rest of the US

Finally on the West Coast was the giant state of California, permanently
associated with the American Dream and home to major cities like Los Angeles
and San Francisco. California saw itself as more relaxed, liberal and glamourous
than the traditional East Coast but resented its perceived lack of political influence.

Ethnic divisions

At the base of the Statue of Liberty is a quote from a poem by Emma Lazarus
that reads ‘Give me your tired, your poor / Your huddled masses yearning to
breathe free For over 200 years those huddled masses had been arriving to
take up residence in the USA from all over the world.

In 1945 white people dominated the US population with over 130 million
people according to census reports but many still identified themselves with
the country of their ancestors origins. Irish-Americans, Polish-Americans and
Italian- Americans were proud of their heritage, German-Americans always
had been proud but their willingness to assert their German origins declined
significantly during the war years.

Asian-Americans were a much smaller part of the population with just over
250,000 being registered in the 1940 census and only 320,000 by 1950. The
Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952, known as the McCarran-Walter Act,
made immigration easier from Asia. As a result, by 1980 there were 3.5 million
Asian Americans. Of these, most were Chinese who had come to the country in
waves since the mid-nineteenth century to work on the railways and had stayed
predominantly in the west of the country. Japanese- Americans made up a smaller
group but had suffered greatly from racism since the 1920s. Many Americans
were troubled by the way the treatment of Japanese-Americans conflicted with the
national myth about all kinds of people becoming Americans in the ‘melting pot’
of integration, which was so firm a part of the idea of American exceptionalismy’.
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Fig.6 Japanese-Americans imprisoned in Tule Lake camp in
Northern California, 1944

African-American was the largest ethnic group after white, amounting to

14 million people, about 10 per cent of the population as a whole. They were
concentrated in the South owing to the legacy of slavery and plantation work but
had been moving north and west for over 30 years in a demographic shift known
as the ‘Great Migration’ Most moved to large industrial cities such as Detroit and
Los Angeles, driven by the injustice of ‘Jim Crow’ Laws, increased mechanisation
of agriculture in the South and the lure of far higher wages in the service sector
and industry which had been boosted by the war and Roosevelt's FEPC,

CHAPTER 1 | The United States in 1945

ons does this image
make you want to ask about
the imprisonment of Japanese-
Americans in the Second World War?

The position of African-Americans will
be explored in detail in Chapter 4.

For more detail on Jim Crow Laws, see
the Closer Look in Chapter 4, page 30.

Great Migration: the movement of
over 6 million African-Americans
out of the rural South to the urban
Northeast, Midwest, and West that
occurred between 1910 and 1970
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A CLOSER LOOK

The Fair Employment Practices
Commission (FEPC)

Established by an Executive Order
of Roosevelt, this Commission
monitored the hiring practices of
any company that held a government
contract and required them not to
discriminate on the basis of race or
religion. The enormous purchasing
power of the Federal Government
should have been a highly effective
way of ensuring desegregation of
employers but the FEPC lacked
sufficient funding to be truly
effective.

Executive Order: an order issued by
the president, with the full force
of law, even though Congress
approval is not necessary

social mobility: a term meaning
people’s ability to move between
classes in society, i.e. to go from
being poor to becoming wealthier

1944 by President Roosevelt to

help returning soldiers. It provided
low-cost mortgages, low-interest
loans to start a business and funded
university tuition. It is explained in
more detail on page 21 of Chapter 3.

Jim Crow Laws are featured in a
Closer Look in Chapter 4, page 30.

Hispanics were the next largest group constituting nearly 2 million citizens in
1945, mainly concentrated in the South West in the states near the Mexican
border. Native Americans made up the smallest and most neglected of the
ethnic groups, with barely 350,000 members spread widely between tribes that
were often unwilling to work together. Several commentators expected the
Native American population to simply die out over the subsequent decades,
but were to see their numbers increase.

Social divisions

The period from the Wall Street Crash in 1929 to the end of the Second World
War in 1945 had levelled out many of the inequalities in US society that had
been prevalent in the early years of the century. The Crash and subsequent
Great Depression reduced the wealth of the middle classes and created a culture
of ‘thrift’ and hard work. The very rich survived the Crash and Depression
with their wealth largely intact. However, for the rest of society there was
little difference in wealth between the managerial professions and ‘blue collar’
industrial workers whose rights were well protected by Trade Unions, known
as ‘Organized Labour. However this relatively equitable situation did not
apply if you were part of a minority group. African-Americans and Native
Americans were at the bottom of the social and economic hierarchy and were
far more likely to live in poverty and lack good quality education, healthcare
and housing. They were joined in the ranks of those for whom the American
Dream was less attainable by Hispanic-Americans and, to a lesser extent, Asian-
Americans. Poor white people could also be found, often living in rural areas
such as the Appalachian Mountains and in farming towns in the Midwest and
South. In these areas, however, poverty went unseen until the 1960s owing to
the growing abundance of cheap food and clothing in the post-war boom.

The war had led to an increase in social mobility. Many young men who
served in the armed forces left their home districts for the first time and
large numbers of jobs were therefore freed up in agriculture for other groups
including women and African-Americans. Many women were also employed
in the munitions industry and parts of the economy that were previously
dominated by men. By 1944, 36 per cent of the workforce was female.

However, the social changes brought about by the war posed a hidden
threat; 12 million American soldiers returned from Europe and the Pacific
expecting jobs, meaning that women who had been liberated by war work
would face exclusion from the workforce. African-American soldiers who had
served in segregated units in a war against a racist power returned home to the
South to find that Jim Crow Laws were still in place and the GI Bill was not
applied equally to them. By 1946, only one fifth of the 100,000 black men who
had applied for the educational fund had succeeded in registering for college.

A perceived threat also existed in terms of communism. As Stalin’s armies
were encamped in Europe, the fear of communism began to grow and any
group or figure suspected of leaning to the left became a source of suspicion.
Many Congressmen saw the increasing power of Trade Unions or ‘Organized
Labor’ as the first stirrings of a communist threat to the USA itself and it was
to this problem, at home and abroad, that Truman would dedicate much of the
rest of his presidency.

The war not only put the United States in a position to dominate much of the
world; it created conditions for effective control at home. The unemployment,
the economic distress, and the consequent turmoil that had marked the thirties,
only partly relieved by ‘New Deal’ measures, had been pacified, overcome by
the greater turmoil of the war. The war brought higher prices for farmers, higher
wages, enough prosperity for enough of the population to assure against the

rebellions that so threatened the thirties. As Lawrence Wittner writes, ‘The war
rejuvenated American capitalism.’ The biggest gains were in corporate profits,
which rose from $6.4 billion in 1940 to $10.8 billion in 1944. But enough went to
workers and farmers to make them feel the system was doing well for them.

A People’s History of the USA by Howard Zinn (Harper, 2003 )

Summary

The US emerged from the war as the most powerful country in the world

with an economy whose dominance would inevitably be eroded as other
nations recovered. Nevertheless, the head start the US had in terms of wealth,
technological excellence, a united population and an established political
system made it the envy of the rest of the world. Its strength however was
enhanced by the decimation of its rivals in Europe and Asia; only the USA had
seen the living standards of its population rise during the war and continue

to rise after it. While there were tensions geographically, economically and
racially in 1945, the US was clearly the pre-eminent Superpower.

@

‘The USA was a divided society in 1945 Explain why you agree or disagree with
this view.

®

‘In 1945 the USA, domestically, was stable and prosperous.’ Assess the validity of
this view.
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How closely does Extract 1 reflect
what you have learnt in this chapter
about the legacy of the Second World
War?

A‘divided society’ invites you to
consider society as a whole and the
divisions within groups; these might
include issues of race, wealth, political
allegiance, gender and even age.

For for/against questions, it can be
useful to create a table as a planning
tool. You should ook at issues like
political stability, the extent to which
prosperity was evenly distributed, and
perhaps compare the state of the US
with that of rival countries.




