Things Done Well -- February 2006

The History Forum is a series of lectures by prominent speakers on the subject of america in the 20th century.  Topics have included WWI and its effect on American culture, the Cold War, the polio epidemic of the 1940s and 50s and, last month, the decade of the 1960s.

The speaker was Thomas Sugrue, a professor at the University of Pennsylvania.  He missed some of the essence of the period  -- he was 6 when Woodstock happened -- but he had some interesting observations.

Nostlagia, he pointed out, is more about what we forget than what we remember.  In some ways it’s the “enemy of history” because it romanticizes events and ignores their complexity.  The 60s are a prime example.  We remember the radical, liberal movements such as hippies, free-love, the civil rights movement, feminism, war protests, campus activism, going to San Francisco with flowers in  your hair, etc.  

But we forget that there was an equal and opposite conservative movement.  Goldwater carried more southern states in 1964 than at any time since the Civil War;  Reagon was elected governor of California in 1966;  televangelism began big time operations; California passed its first anti-tax measures and voted against civil rights for immigrants.  The NAACP didn’t grow between 1960 and 1970 and there were as many Young Republicans on campus in 1970 as there were members of the SDS.

Sugrue’s main argument, though, was that most of this really didn’t effect mainstream America.  In the 60s, the “defining” movements were on the fringes and were seen that way by most middle class and blue collar families.  For them, the 60s was a kind of continuum with what went before.  They watched events on TV, but they really didn’t respond to them.

I’m not so sure, and, unlike Sugrue, I WAS there.  Sugrue does claim that the media was arguably the most important “player” during the period, with the unprecedented reach of TV (and color TV at that) and the extraordinary journalism of the period.  This was back when war correspondents weren’t “embedded” with military PR people or afraid to leave a Green Zone... and local news wasn’t all so vapid and sensational.

I think the media played a major role -- especially in the Civil Rights movement and building anti-war sentiment.  When those images appeared of civil rights activists being sprayed with fire hoses, set upon by dogs and beaten by cops, they changed something fundamental in our beliefs about American fairness and the rule of law.  When we saw the pictures of military action in Vietnam, wounded soliders and body bags, it made it very hard to trust our leaders who were telling us we were “winning” the war and just had to “stay the course” (sound familiar?).  And when we saw Mayor Daley give a one-fingered salute to a speaker at the Democratic Convention, it seemed like he was violating what we thought was a legitimate electoral process (30 years before a conservative Supreme Court did essentially the same thing)..

But Sugrue leaves out what I would call the most important definer of the times:  the music.  From the bubble-gum rock and roll of the early 60s to the psychedelic innvoations of the San Francisco scene, music was the heartbeat of the 60s.  It’s a long way from “I want to hold your hand” to Sergeant Peppers, and an even longer journey from hootenannies to Jimmy Hendix, and we tracked every step with an interest that can only be called religious.  And this was way before Ipods.

You could argue that any era has a majority of people who aren’t involved in societal change.  But I would also argue that what defines an era is precisely what Sugrue discounts (or doesn’t mention) --  the activity on the fringes that changes our views of who we are and/or should be.  Sugrue may be right in pointing out that the decade had more complexity than we sometimes credit, but the seeds of a radical conservatism are not the same as its fruition.  

The 60s, in America and around the world, were a time of great hope and great change. Those of us who came of age then were both patiiotic and idealistic, energized by Kennedy’s call to ask what we could do for our country.  It was also a time of great scientific and technological change, much of it driven by JFK’s goal to put a man on the moon.  I wonder how historians will look back on the early 21st century.  It’s certainly another period of great scientific and technological change, but it’s also a period of anti-science and societal stasis.  It seems to lack the energizing idealism that Sugrue missed in his talk.

I remember arguing with a professor about this a few years ago.  He was complaining that the 60s were a terrible time for teaching because authority was being questioned on every front.  “Yes,” I replied, “but it was a great time for learning.”

The best thing about these lectures is that they take place at all.  The auditorium has seats for about 350 people.  They have been sold out since last fall.

