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AMERICA THE BEAUTIFUL 
By James O'Brien 

There was a t ime when historians had what they 
thought was a pretty clear picture of the divisions 
t hat had existed i n American politics. This view, 
articulated most f ully in the works of Charles A. 
Beard, depicted two basic lines of political descent, 
one f rom the Hamilt onian Federalists and the other 
from the Jeff ersoni an Republicans. The f irst line 
incl uded the Federalists, the Whigs, and (after an 
early period of ref ormist zeal) t he modern Republi
can party. It wa s based principally on commerce, 
manufacturing, and f i nance -- cat ering , i n other 
wor ds , to "the business interests. " The second line 
went f r om Jefferson t o Jackson t o Franklin D. 
Roosevelt. Originally an alliance between sout hern 
slaveowners and small farme r s , with support f r om 
the f ew urban workers who existed at t hat time, this 
line of descent evolved i nto the coalition of 
wor kers and farme r s t hat provide d decisive support 
for t he New Deal. Throughout our history, there 
had thus been pol i tical conf lict, based on social 
and economic di ffe rences and r ef lected in the 
policies of the major political f actions. Ac cording 
t o this view, Jef fe r son, when he said in his f irst 
inaugural address that "We are all republicans -- we 
are all federalists," was wrong . 

Today the proponents of this theory of Ameri can 
political history are scattered and on the def ensive. 

Daniel J. Boorstin, The ~enius of American 
Politics, Chicago : Univ. of Chicago Press , 1953; 
Louis J-Jartz, The Liberal Tradition in America, New 
York ~ Harcourt, Brace, 1955. 
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The trend in historical ~riting during the last two 
decades has been t o stress the broad areas of under
ly ing agreement between contending political groups 
r ather t han t hei r differences on specif ic issues. 
Historians have been impressed with the fac t that di f 
ferent groups of busine ssmen have been found on 
opposing sides of "r efo r m" pr oposals , that prot est 
movements have gene r ally stoppe d short of atta cking 
maj or institutions of society, and that p r agmat ic 
compromi se ha s seemingly been t he characte r istic 
American way of resolving political disput es . Just as 
r e cent pres i dents have s ought a "consensus " on pub l ic 
poli c ie s, recent hi stor ians have claimed t hat such a 
consensus has been a hallmark of the American past. 

It is easy en9ugh t o t r ace t he root s of this 
que st for a confl ict- f ree heri t age . Since World War 
I I most Americans have seen t heir count r y as engaged 
in a desperate battle -- f or security and ult i mately 
for survi val -- against a conspiratorial world 
communist movement . During this Cold War, the 
Amer i can economy has be come dependent on mi li t ary 
spending and Americ an f oreign policy has f ocused on the 
goal of f ighting lef t-wing re vol utionary movements in 
foreign countries . Ant i -communism has been a gene r ally 
shared premise of American policy (domestic as well as 
f oreign ) a.1c.. the d i ffere nce between "us" and "t hem" 
has made all our i nternal di ~ferences seem comparative
ly trivial. This has had two profound ef fe ct s on 
hist orical writing . First, stability has been de 
picte d a s t he nor mal state of American societ y , wh ich 
means that genuinely radical doctrines have been alien 
i mportations r ather t han a prpduct of American condi
tions. Second, t he enemy's methodology , Marxism, 
particularly it s stress on the class struggle, has 
been regarded with distaste and suspicion. There 
have never 15.een many _ Marxist historians in the U.S., 
but Beard and othrrs of his generation were p.t leas_t 
not hesitant to use Marx's insights in_-working out _ 
their own methodology. During the Cold War, however, 
Marxism has come to be seen as nothing _more than the 
religion of a fanatical and deluded enemy. 
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Of course, t o "explain " the origins of an i n 
t ellectual trend is not the same thing r.s pronounc 
ing it "good" or "bad" . There is a great deal t o be 
said for the kind of historical writing t hat has 
eme r ged in t he new environment . Once we get away 
f r om t he idea that there have been deep cleavages 
bet ween Whi gs and Jacksonians, Republicans and 
Democrats, we can begin a fresh exami nation of 
Amer ican development . Having i dent if i ed the sham 
conflict s for what they were , we can go on to look 
for t he real conflicts , open or latent. Having 
found agreement rather than conflict in the politi 
cal system, we can go on t o a s k how t hat agreement 
has come about , and whom i t has benef i t ted . Out of 
s uch an analysis coul d come a f re sh interpr etation 
of the American past -- one that goes beyond t he 
sometimes naive general i zations made by Beard and 
provi des some genuine insight into how Ame r ica got 
where i t is t oday . 

nfortunately, the movement away from Beard 
has instead turned int o a k i nd of aimless wandering . 
The bas i c questions that are opened up by the re 
pudiation of Beard ' s 0 eneral fo r mula have for the 
most part been ignored . The attempts t o advance 
new generalizations to r eplace Beard ' s have been 
fe w and insub stant ial . The student who accepts 
many of t he ins i ghts of the "consensus" school, 
yet also wonders i f it has a posi ive contribu 
tion t o make, is lef t with the t wo books that are 
the subject of this review : The Genius of Ameri can 
Politic s and The Libe r al Tradition in America . For 
these are the twin monuments of the- "consens us " 
school, the most outst anding and inf luential at 
tempts t o analyze what the Ameri can consensus has 
been and what i mpact it has had . By examining the 
weaknesses of Boorstin and Hartz, it is poss ible to 
gain an appreciation of the f ailure of American 
histori cal scholarship to provide us with a co 
herent and meaningful p i cture of our past. 
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The f irst thing t o note about both of these books 
i s t hat they concentrate in a misleading way on poli
tical~- To state the thesis of each simply, 
Hartz claims that our politi cal life has been deter
mined by an absence of f eudal institutions and a con
sequent agreement on liberal ideals as expounde d by 
John Locke ; while Boorstin says that a conf used sense 
of what he calls "givenness " has served us in place of 
a l ogically consistent political philosophy, preserv
ing us from the evils of ideological dispute. Strict l y 
speaking , neither of them claims t hat confli ct has been 
lacking i n American history : both mention t he Civil War, 
f or example. What t hey do assert i s that t here has 
been underlying agr eement on bas ic political value s . 

The question that i mmediately arises i s this : 
assuming that such a consensus has ex iste d , how much 
help does it give us in explainjng actual historical 
events ·? For example, how much do ·we learn about the 
causes of the Civ i l War f r om the as sertion that both 
side s in it shared certain common political value s ? 
To assert t h i s give s us no more aid i n explaining ·why 
t hey fought than t o s ay that soldiers on b oth sides 
wore t rousers and shirt s . Lincoln and Davis may have 
t hought alike , just a s Johnny Reb and Bil ly Yank may 
have dress eo ..l al i ke , but so what ? It wa s still t he 
b l oodi est war in the entire nineteent h century -- in 
fact, in all of world history up t o t hat po i nt -- and 
its occurrence has t o be explained . Similarly, it may 
be inte resting to know that t he American labor move 
ment has generally e schewed t he social i st doctrine of 
the clas s struggle ; but if we know only t hat, we may be 
at a l oss to explain why there has been mor e vi olence 
i n our labor-management re l ations than i n t ho se of 
we stern Europe . Ot he r examples of b itte r conf lict in 
Ame r i can history, not r ef lected i n our pol i t i cal 
thought a s analyzed by Boor stin and Hart z , are the 
v i rtual war of ext ermination wage d against the Indian 
and the countles s epi s ode s of rac i al vi olence and 
terrorism . 

The f irst great weakness, t hen , of the Boor stin
Hart z concentrat i on on poli tical t hought i s that i t 



treats in isolation something that is part of a very 
complex and curious phenomenon. Although our 
political party divisions have rarely been sharp, 
and although Americans have not thrived on quarrels 
over polit ical theory, there ha s been a remarkable 
amount of r aw physical v i olence in t he American 
past . And ne ither of t he se authors gives us the 
t ools with whi ch we can understand that viol ence . 

It is thi s same ins istence on viewing t he past 
through its pol i tical thought that enables both 
authors t o gloss over anothe r salient f eature of 
American h i st ory: expl oitation . For political 
thought , in t he sense understood by Boorst in and 
Hartz, is something that is the exclusive province 
of t he art i culat e classes of society. In their 
t erms, slaveowners may be expected to engage in 
polit ical thought , but slaves would not be expected 
to . The same is t rue of bankers and factor y owners 
on the one hand and immigrant workme n on the other; 
cit y off i cials on the one hand and ghetto re sidents 
on the ot her; f r ont ier promoters on t he one hand 
and Indians on t he other; and so on . It is as 
t hough we we re t o find a man st anding with his back 
against a closet door, feet braced , breath i ng hard, 
and were t o ask him his views on the proposition 
"It's wrong t o l ock people in cl osets " . No harm is 
done by asking the question and noting his answer, 
but we can le ar n a l ot more if we also check the 
closet. And i f we do fi nd someone inside, we might 
ask him what he thinks . Hartz and Boorstin con
sistently ignore t he underpr i vileged classe s and/or 
make unsupported generali zations about how they have 
f elt. 

Hartz' does provide s omething that is missing 
i n Boorstin's book, and that is a cautious hint that 
not all Americans have benef itted equally from t he 
ex istence of an Americ an consensus. Hart z con
st ructs a political category of "Whigs" into which 
he places all political groups (Federalists, ante
bellum Whigs, and Republicans) which have tended t o 
represent ''the wealthier, conservative strand in the 
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liberal movement . " He st ates that starting with the 
election of 1840, in whi ch Benjamin Harrison's "Log 
Cabin " campaign swamped the Democrats, the "Whigs" 
lear ned to beguile the mass of voters by appealing t o 
the i deas of "Algerism" -- stressing oppor tunities for 
self -advancement - - and "Americanism" . Hi s ins ight, 
however, is undeveloped . For one thing, Hart z has 
re const ructed Be ard ' s concept of the political lines 
of de s cent , without even bothering t o make Beard 's 
distinction between agricultural and other forms of 
wealt h. More i mportant , Hart z uses e l ection returns 
a s hi s basic criterion for the success of the "Whigs . " 
But if we accept the consensus school' s insight that 
d i fference s between our major political parties have 
been minor , then the outcome of spec i fic elect ions 
has been inconsequential . The success of American 
capit al ists has consisted in their ability t o keep 
t heir workers in line and t o have expanding market s 
for their products; "r eform" presidents such as t he 
t wo Roosevelts and Woodrow Wilson have differed little 
from the ir conservative bret hren i n their willingness 
to use government al policy t o further these interests 
of capitalists. Thus Har t z, while recognizing that 
t he American consensus has worked t o the benefit of 
those at t he top of soc i ety, gives only a highl y 
superficjal answer t o the question of how it has been 
used, and ror what purposes. 

That Boorst i n ' s treatment is even more vulnerable 
on t his point is shown by his use of the term 
"ideology . " He employs it t o mean sharply drawn and 
dogmatic systems of ideas , such as Communism, Na zism, 
Fascism, and so forth . That is one possible meaning 
of the word , but i n many ways a more helpful meaning 
is the one stressed by Karl Mannheim in his classic 
Ideology and Utopia . Mannheim uses t he term mainly t o 
r efer t o a set of ideas bui l t up t o justify the exer
cise of power by those at the t op of soc i et y . I n 
fe udal societies t his may i ncl ude a claim that these 
me n have derived t heir authority from God . But in any 
societ y there has t o be some rationalization buil t up 
t o justify the allocat ion of power and wealth; on l y 
i n a prison- camp t ype of s ituation, in which t he guard 
can rely on sheer t error to make his fiat respected, 
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is there no need for an ideology in this sense. When 
we understand ideology this way we can see that Amer
ica has not been free of ideology. Instead, it has 
had a dominant ideology that has taken a subtle, 
peculiar form: Our ruling c lasses (except for the 
antebellum slaveowners) have generally r ationalized 
their power by denying it. The libe r al myth that 
power i s widely distributed in society, and that no 
one group is really able to get its way, has served 
them quite we ll. In some ways it is like a crooked 
gambling cas ino . The dealers do not build up an 
elaborate rationalization of how they came t o hold 
the power of s t acking the deck; instead, t hey deny 
that the deck is st acked, and claim t hat they and 
t he customers are on an even footing. 

Hartz and Boorstin have chosen t o fo cus on Amer 
i can polit i cal thought, and t hey ar e within their 
r ight s in doing so . But by failing t o explore t he 
relationship between physical violence and i ntel
l e ctual consensus, by deal ing only with t he art icu
late classes , and especiall y by not asking t o whose 
advantage t he Amer ican consensus has worke d , the two 
aut hors f all woefully short of making political 
thought relevant t o t he rest of American histor y . 
They have thus been able to find only co11Sensus where 
t he r e has also been much conflict , only har mony where 
there has also been rampant exploitat i on . They have 
t old onl y part of t he truth--the least embarrassing 
part--about the Ameri can past. 

III 

The one feat ure of both of these books on which 
the two authors seem t o pride themselves most is the 
comparative approach: the constant injection of con
trasts and analogies to European countries. They 
indicate that by doing this we can come to a f ar 
better understanding of American uniqueness . Hartz 
tends t o make h is comparisons much t oo mechanically, 
as when he says that the Whigs of Andrew Jackson's 
time were e quivalent t o t he English Whigs who we re 
pushing for the Reform Bill of 1832. Boorstin, for 
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hi s part, doe s not r ely on such specific comparisons, 
but he does keep Eur ope f irmly i n mind. What he l ooks 
for in the Ameri can past a re the fortuitous circum
stances t hat have made us di ffere nt from t he Ol d 
World . European s ociet y , he tells us _, i s "dy i ng " f rom 
the v ice s of poverty, monopoly , ari stocracy , and i de o
l ogy . We shoul d be pr ope r ly thankful fo r the acc i 
dent s of h i st or y that have " i mmuni ze d" us f rom t he se 
four di seases . 

I n one sense t he comparat i ve appr oach use d by 
Ha r t z and Boorst i n r epr esents an advance ove r p r evi ous 
h i storica l thinking . Bear d, f or exampl e , a lthough he 
was a keen student of European as well a s Amer i can 
hi st or y , tended to place inadequat e st r ess on the 
d ifferences bet ween t he Ol d World and the New. But 
t he que stion s till has t o be a sked whet her the compar 
at i ve appr oach i s potentia l l y a ve r y u seful device fo r 
underst anding our history . The answe r is that i t can 
be useful if it i s used pr operly . Otherwi se it can be 
highly mi s l e adi ng . Boorst i n and Hart z, f or example, 
are e ssentially engage d i n the old f i nal - exam exerci se 
of "Compare and Cont rast . " They, Boor st i n espec ially , 
tre at s ocieties as be i ng e sse nt ially stat i c . They 
make compar i sons, but t hey do not go on to take t he 
indi spens ble se cond s t ep . That is to show t he dif 
ferent soc i e~ ie s developing i n interact i on with one 
anot her. 

The di st inction bet ween t hese t wo appr oache s can 
b e see n i f we t ake as an example t he r e l ationship of 
t he United Stat es t o We st Africa . The contra sts 
can be li st ed i n conveni ent, e a sy - t o- read fash i on , 
and we can pr ove anyt hing we want wi th them, i n
cluding the "superiority " of Amer ican instit ut i ons . 
But i f we l ook t o hist orica l int eraction rat he r than 
me chanica l comparisons , we are on the r oad t o 
achi evi ng s ome meaningful ins i ght s . We can note t hat 
t he bulk of American exports in t he peri od befor e t he 
Ci vi l War we r e produced by s l ave l abor, and t hat t he 
s l aves were Afri cans or the i r descendant s . We can 
note t hat the p r of i ts f r om t he slave t rade, as well 
a s pr ofit s f r om t he cr ops produced by slaves 



( in t he West I ndi es and e lsewhere as well as North 
America) , gave a gr eat boost t o European and North 
American economic development. We can note t he 
ma j or impact that slavery and r acism have had on 
Ameri can institut i ons and values , and we can not e 
the distort ion and exploitat ion of Afr i can societ y 
that came with the s l ave t r ade . We can , in othe r 
words, learn s omething about American and Afr ican 
history that will remain hidden t o us if we merely 
make comparisons. 

Similarly, it would do l i t tle good simpl y to 
compare the Uni ted States with, say, Chi l e or 
Guatemala or any other country in Lat i n America. 
It is much more important to a sk about i nteraction 
and about historical relationshi ps . I n t he early 
t wentieth century the U. S . came t o replace England 
as the strongest nat i on in Latin American affairs, 
and it s economic, pol itical , and mil itary power has 
been used in ways that are significant both for us 
and f or t he Latin Americans . It can be contended 
that economic growt h in the advanced we st ern 
countrie s such as the U. S . has been accompanied 
by, and in fact built upon, stagnation i n the 
e conomies of Latin Americ a and other poor areas of 
the world . Just as the affluence of an Andr ew 
Car negie was directly related to the poverty of 
the men who worked in hi s steel mills , so (ac cor d
ing t o this view) may American affluence be di-' 
rect ly related t o t he povert y of t he unde r deve loped 
l ands . There is , in other words , a r elationship 
r at he r than s i mply a cont r ast. 

The implications of the Hartz-Boorstin re 
l iance on sterile comparisons become clear in 
the foreign policy recommendat i ons with which 
both conclude their books . Boorstin 1 s theme i s 
that Americans must realize t hat t he ir h istory has 
been unique and t hat our political freedom has 
been an outgrowt h of that history and of our 
environment. We must realize , he says, that we 
do not have any political phi l osophy t hat can be 
transplanted onto other countrie s ; we must not 
expect other countries to replicat e our democratic 

9 
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instit ut ions. But this has hardly been a major issue 
of postwar foreign policy . We did not rescue the 
Gree Monarchy in the late 1940s because we wanted t o 
bring ~0lit i cal democracy t o Greece, but because we 
wanted t o preserve the e conomic and strategi c re
lat ionship t hat t he we stern capitalist countries had 
with Gre ece . The same can be said of our support for 
t he dictat orships of Synghman Rhee in South Korea, 
Chiang Kai - Shek in Formos a , and t he various South 
Vietnamese govern~ent s of the past decade . The same 
can be said of our overthrow of the Guatemal an govern 
ment in 1954 and our sus tained attempt to overthrow 
the government of Cuba . Our foreign policy has not 
been gear ed t o making the world in America's i mage, 
but in preserving the privileged relationship that 
America en j oys wit h t hat world . Having avoided the 
real i ssues in the American past, Boorstin inevitably 
fails to offer anything of substance on contemporary 
pr oblems. Just as he ignores povert y and racism at 
home, so he ignores Ameri can interventionism abroad. 

The course ,,hich Hartz would have us take is not 
so clear . While he echoe s Boorstin ' s insistence t hat 
we should not expect our liberal inst i tutions to be 
accepted everywher e, he goes on t o say that the key 
to success in our current pr oblems is a better under 
standing " f ourselves. "What is at st ake i s nothing 
less than a nev level of consciousness, a t rans 
cending of irrational Lockianism, in wh ich an under
standing of self and an unde rstanding of others go 
hand in hand . " I f we can underst and that Amer ica 
has always enj oyed a liberal consensus and t hat 
other countries have not, we will be bet ter equi pped 
to combat both Rus s i an t ot alitarianism abroad and 
McCarthyist hysteria at home. At f irst g l ance, thi s 
is an appeal i ng, i f obvious l y over simplif i ed, re com
mendation . In r eality , however , it is addressed to 
a diff erent audience t han t he one that Hartz has in 
mind. It is a message fi t for Hart z ' fe llow liberal 
intellectuals, but not f or the people who make the 



major decisions in American society. A corporation 
president, for. example, does not ask gover nment aid 
in protection of his overseas investments because 
he misunderstands the American past; rather, he : 
asks for that a id, and get s it, bec ause his 
company's direct economic intere sts are involved . 
The leaders of postwar America have , ~or the most 
part, been highly r ational men . Not hav i ng based 
their poli cy dec isions on a set of fuzzy gener
alizations ab out American history , they are un
likely to become t oo exc ited when Hartz comes along 
t o t ell them he has a better set of fuzz y gener al 
i zations. Ult imat ely Hartz , because he cannot 
t ell us why t hey make t he decisions t hey do , is 
unequipped t o recommend alternatives . 

Conclus ion 

The Boorstin and Hart z books are i mport ant 
because t hey symboli ze the failure of hist orians 
in the postwar era t o provi de an intelligible 
explanat i on of how America got where it is t oday . 
Rather than doing battle with the accerted myths 
about American society -- an admittedly diff icult 
task, and one with l ittle prospect of success -
they have t ended only t o reinforce the myths. 

The type of historical interpretation that 
is needed is difficult to de s cribe, but clearly 
we have the right t o ask more of the historical 
profession than we have so far re ceived . In place 
of t he superficial treatment of a Boorstin or a 
Hartz, we need a concept of American history that 
suggests answers to some very real questions. We 
need to know why t here has been such a great 
amount of violence in our past, seemingly un
accompanied by intellectual schisms. We need to 
know the mechanisms by which an American political 
consensus has been maintained in the face of this 
violence and in face of the obvious fact that not 
all have benefitted equally from the "American 
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way of life. " We need to know the ways in which the 
differences between political parties have been magni
fied out of all proportion to the issues that have 
actually divided them, and the ways in which the 
party system has concealed genuine social conflicts. 
We need to know a great deal more than we do about 
how American history has seemed to its victims. And 
we need, above all, to see American history in a 
world context -- not a context in which all the 
freshly scrubbed nations line up alongside each other 
ready for inspection, but one in which we see some 
peoples expanding and prospering at the expense of 
others. 

Note 

For a list of some books and articles that may 
be of use to one who seeks to take t h i s suggested 
approach t o the American past, see "The Development 
of the American Political Economy: A Reading List 
f or Radicals , " by Richard Hamilton , Peter Wiley, 
and James O'Brien (available from Madison SDS , c/o 
8 France urt, Madi s on, Wis . 53703). 


