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Perspectives on Modern American History

Steven	L.	Rosen

Introduction
The	 20th	 century	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	 remarkable	 centuries	 in	 human	 history.	 The	

development	of	 the	modern	world,	with	America	at	 its	center,	 included	tectonic	shifts,	not	only	
in	 technology,	but	 in	demographics,	 social	 institutions,	 cultural	understandings,	and,	of	course,	
economics.	The	Second	Industrial	Revolution,	based	on	the	 idea	of	scientific	progress,	propelled	
humankind	 into	a	new	world-	 indeed	a	brave	new	world,	 to	borrow	the	phrase	 from	Aldous	
Huxley	(who	borrowed	it	from	Shakespeare’s,	The Tempest).	This	brave	new	world	included	the	
rise	of	corporate	capitalism,	massive	 immigrations	and	emigrations	around	the	world,	 the	rise	of	
Hollywood	which	would	 transform	world	culture	 (exposing	the	world	 to	American	English	and	
culture),	and	perhaps	above	all,	new	and	fantastic	technology	which,	on	the	one	hand,	would	save	
millions	of	 lives	 through	the	use	of	anti-biotics	and	other	drugs,	and	on	 the	other,	kill	millions	
through	the	systematic	killing	of	 the	holocaust	and	the	development	of	military	hardware	on	a	
scale	capable	of	destroying	all	life	on	earth	in	one	day.

It	 is	 therefore	of	utmost	 importance	that	students	of	 the	humanities	and	social	 sciences	
and	 indeed	all	 fields	of	 study,	have	some	appreciation	 for	 the	 incredible	and	 indelible	changes	
that	occurred	 in	the	modern	era.	This	particular	mini-text	 focuses	mainly	on	American	history.	
It	was	 in	the	modern	era,	mainly	the	20th	century,	 that	the	United	achieved	super-power	status	
in	almost	every	sphere-	economic,	 technological	and	even	cultural.	 Indeed,	as	Europe	set	about	
destroying	 itself	with	 two	wars,	 the	 second	one	 fought	 out	 all	 over	 the	globe,	America	was	
given	an	opportunity	to	emerge	as	the	major	force	shaping	world	history.	Believers	in	American	
exceptionalism	assert	 that	 there	 is	 something	 in	 the	American	character	which	 led	 to	 this-	
that	American	 is	special,	 especially	 its	moral	and	political	culture.	This	mini-text	will	not	start	
from	that	assumption	and	will	 remain	silent	as	 to	 its	validity.	However,	an	examination	of	 the	
Great	Depression,	 the	Kennedy	assassination,	 the	civil	 rights	movement,	 the	Vietnam	War	and	
Watergate,	should	serve	to	humble	anyone	with	exceptionalist	pretentions.	America	has	a	shadow	
side	 in	 its	history,	 just	as	profound	as	 its	brightest	achievements,	and	this	mini-text	should	help	
keep	students	on	the	straight	and	narrow	path	 	of	developing	a	realistic	attitude	to	American	
history	and	culture,	along	side	an	appreciation	of	its	greatness.

The Second Industrial Revolution 
The	period	after	 the	Civil	War	was	a	period	of	 rapid	economic	and	social	change.	New	

technological	 inventions	developed	 in	England	and	America	helped	this	economic	growth.	The	
period	of	 technological	 innovation	and	 increased	 factory	production	 is	known	as	the	“Industrial	
Revolution.”
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The	First	 Industrial	Revolution	occurred	 in	England	 in	 the	 18th	 century,	when	 steam	
engines	were	developed	 to	power	 factories.	The	Second	 Industrial	Revolution	which	occurred	
primarily	in	America,	was	even	more	dynamic.	It	was	based	on	electrical	power	(from	coal	and	oil),	
new	transportation	(railroads)	and	a	new	type	of	business	organization:	the	modern	corporation.	

The	two	biggest	industries	in	America	were	petroleum	and	railroads,	followed	by	banking.		

The Modern Industrial Corporation: 
 	In	 the	 late	 19th	 century,	we	begin	 to	 see	 the	 rise	 of	“Big	Business,”	using	 factory	

production	and	economies	of	scale	(規模の経済).	
 	It	is	also	the	beginning	of	real	monopoly	(独占)	capitalism.	America	became	controlled	by	

large	corporations.
 	-The	 corporations	were	 also	 protected	 by	 the	 law:	 they	 became	 limited liability 

corporations	 (有限責任会社).	This	means	that	 if	 they	did	something	bad,	no	person	 (e.g.,	
the	owner)	was	responsible.	

The 20th Century
�By	1913,	America	accounted	for	35%	of	 the	world’s	 industrial	output	 (compared	to	16%	

for	Germany	and	14%	for	Britain).	A	few	big	companies	were	now	controlling	most	of	the	
major	markets	like	food,	energy	or	transportation.	This	is	called	monopoly	capitalism.

�In	the	1920’s	Ford	Motor	Corporation	became	the	largest	company	in	the	world	thanks	to	
assembly	 line	production	 (組み立てライン).	Many	American	companies	copied	Ford	and	
became	international	companies.

Corporations:
1 ) 	The	modern	corporation	usually	has	one	main	goal-		shareholder	(株主)	profit.	Therefore,	

if	the	company	harms	people	or	the	environment,	if	doesn’t	really	care.
2 ) 	Corporations	can	control	the	media	through	advertising.	
3 ) 	Political	power:	 large	 corporations	have	 so	much	money	and	power	 that	 they	can	

control	politicians.	This	means	that	 is	difficult	 to	make	regulations	 (法規制)	to	control	
the	corporations.	 (圧力団体=	lobby/	陳情団)	For	example,	the	pharmaceutical	 industry	
(薬品会社),	the	oil	industry,	and	the	tobacco	industry	are	very	powerful	and	difficult	to	
regulate.

4 ) 	Corporations	support	non-democratic	governments	around	the	world.	(dictatorships-	独
裁政治).	They	go	to	poor	countries	where	workers	will	work	for	low	wages,	long	hours	
in	bad	conditions.	

5 ) 	The	modern	 corporation	 often	destroys	 the	natural	 environment	with	 industrial	
pollution.		
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The Oil Industry
The	petroleum	 industry	started	 in	America	 in	1859	when	oil	was	discovered	under	 the	

ground	 in	Pennsylvania.	Since	 then	 it	has	developed	 into	one	of	 the	world’s	 richest	 industries	
providing	electricity,	 fuel	and	chemicals	 (“petrochemicals”/	石油製品)	for	the	modern	world.	We	
can	even	say	that	the	modern	economy	developed	because	of	oil	and	other	fossil	fuels	(like	coal/
石炭).	Crude	oil,	also	known	as	petroleum(ペトローリアム),	 is	 the	world’s	most	actively	traded	
commodity/商品.

		
The	early	oil	industry	was	chaotic/混迷状態	and	dangerous,	with	the	price	of	oil	rising	and	

falling.	Then	John	D.	Rockefeller	built	his	first	oil	refinery	(製油所)	in	1863	and	took	control	of	the	
oil	market;	he	became	one	of	the	richest	men	in	the	world.	In	1870	he	started	the	Standard	Oil	Co.	
which	became	the	 leader	of	the	petroleum	industry	 in	the	 late	19th	century.	In	fact,	 it	became	a	
powerful	monopoly;	by	1880	Standard	Oil	controlled	about	90%	of	the	market.

In	1901,	one	of	 the	most	 important	discoveries	of	oil	 occurred	 in	Texas.	This	discovery	
ended	the	monopoly	of	Standard	Oil,	 as	many	new,	smaller	companies	appeared	 in	Texas	and	
nearby	states.	 In	1912	the	Dutch	Shell	Group	moved	 into	California	and	became	very	successful	
there.

The	growth	of	the	automobile	industry	and	airplane	industry	from	the	1920’s	really	helped	
the	growth	of	the	oil	industry,	but	soon	the	supply	exceeded	the	demand	for	oil.	(需要供給)

After	World	War	II	ended	(1945),	oil	replaced	coal	as	the	main	source	of	energy	in	America.	
However,	 there	was	not	enough	domestic	 (国 内)	oil	 to	meet	the	energy	demands	of	Americans.	
From	the	1950’s	on,	the	demand	for	oil	was	great,	not	only	for	fuel	(燃料);	many	America	products	
were	made	from	oil	(petrochemicals),	such	as	plastics	or	disinfectants	(消毒剤)	and	fertilizers	(化学
肥料).

The Modern World and Oil
OPEC	(オペック/Organization	of	Petroleum	Exporting	Countries)	started	in	1960	to	regulate	

the	price	of	oil.	They	set	the	price	of	oil	on	the	world	market	through	production	quotas・割り当
て	(so	it’s	a	kind	of	cartel).

The	United	States	also	gets	oil	 from	Alaska	and	Texas,	Canada	and	Mexico,	but	heavily	
depends	on	Middle-East	Oil.	America	consumes	about	1/4	of	the	world’s	oil.	This	also	means	that	
the	U.S.	produces	about	25%	of	the	world’s	carbon	emissions	(炭素放出量).

Actually,	high	oil	prices	are	good—for	the	environment…but	bad	for	people’s	wallets…bad	
for	the	economy.

Much	of	 the	world’s	oil	passes	through	the	Strait	of	Hormuz	on	ships.	 If	 there	 is	war	or	
political	instability	in	the	Middle-East,	this	will	disrupt	the	supply	of	oil	to	the	world.			

When	the	price	of	gas	goes	up,	people	start	to	conserve	and	think	about	buying	ecofriendly	
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cars.	This	is	happening	now	in	America.				

Will	 the	world’s	 oil	 run	 out	 some	day?	Yes,	 of	 course.	But	 before	 this,	 perhaps	 the	
environment	will	be	destroyed	(by	global	warming).			

Fordism
By	the	1920’s,	America	had	become	an	automobile	society,	mostly	thanks	to	the	business	

started	by	Henry	Ford.	Before	Henry	Ford,	various	business	activities,	such	as	research,	design,	
production,	distribution	and	advertising,	were	done	by	many	different	companies.	 In	the	modern	
corporation,	these	things	were	all	done	by	one	company.	Ford	Motor	Co.,	started	the	first	assembly	
line	in	1913.

The	 introduction	of	 the	moving	assembly	 line	 revolutionized	automobile	production	by	
reducing	assembly	time	per	vehicle,	thus	lowering	costs.		Ford's	production	of	Model	T’s	made	his	
company	the	largest	automobile	manufacturer	in	the	world.			

It	was	a	change	from	simple	business	organizations	to	the	first	modern	corporations;	they	
had	separate	operating	divisions,	large	networks	of	suppliers	and	professional	managers.		

While	Ford	was	perfecting	his	Model	T,	William	C.	Durant	established	the	General	Motors	
Corporation	 (GM)	 in	1908.	 In	the	 late	1920s	and	early	1930s	General	Motors	Chairman	Alfred	P.	
Sloan,	Jr.,	decided	to	 follow	a	different	strategy.	He	used	the	new	science	of	marketing	 (market	
research)	 and	 offered	different	 lines	 of	 cars	 at	different	prices.	Fancy	 expensive	 cars	were	
marketed	for	rich	people	and	middle	level	autos	for	middle	class	people	and	simple	cars	for	poorer	
people.	These	concepts	helped	GM	challenge	the	dominance	of	Ford.		

Automobiles	transformed	American	society	and	business
 	The	automobile	almost	immediately	transformed	the	petroleum	industry.		
 	Industries	that	were	dependent	on	the	automobile	saw	employment	almost	triple.			
 	Road	construction	changed	dramatically	because	of	automobiles.	
 	The	automobile	helped	the	development	of	the	tourist	industry.			
 	Small-town	hotels	and	motels	developed	for	traveling	salesmen.		
 	The	growing	number	of	automobile	tourists	increased	the	amount	of	business	in	stores.		
 	Service	stations,	garages,	and	repair	shops	were	two	of	the	industries	that	benefited	from	

the	increased	amount	of	travel.		

Negative	effects
 	The	railroad	industry	felt	the	effects	of	the	automobile.	Motorists	were	free	to	be	on	their	

own	schedule.	
 	City	transit	and	urban	electric	lines	felt	the	impact	of	the	automobile.	They	began	to	be	

confined	to	larger	cities.		Automobiles	soon	produced	problems	of	congestion	and	parking,	
especially	in	big	cities.	
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The	Car	of	the	future:	Electric	Cars
1. 	Electricity	is	cheaper	than	gas	and	we	can	get	it	from	renewable	resources	like	solar	and	

wind	power.	
2. 	Electric	cars	pollute	less.	
3. 	Electric	cars	need	less	maintenance.		
4. 	By	using	electric	power,	we	depend	less	on	foreign	country	for	oil.	
5. 	Electric	cars	can	utilize	the	existing	power	grid—no	special	new	technology	is	needed.			
The	auto	industry	has	always	fought	against	new	safety	regulations	and	new	standards	for	

exhaust	emissions	(排気ガス)	and	fuel	efficiency	(燃費基準)….	Why?	

Labor during the Industrial Revolution: Immigration

America	is	a	nation	of	immigrants;	in	the	1830’s	and	1840’s	a	big	wave	of	immigrants	came,	
mostly	from	northern	Europe:	Ireland,	England,	Germany	and	Scandinavia.	In	the	late	19th	century	
until	1924,	an	even	bigger	wave	came-	especially	from	Eastern	Europe	and	Italy	(as	well	as	Japan).	
This	immigration	completely	changed	American	society,	culture	and	politics.	

	Most	 immigrants	 tried	 to	maintain	 their	 traditional	culture	 in	America,	however	 there	
was	great	pressure	on	the	new	immigrants	to	“Americanize”	quickly.	 In	most	cases	the	second	
generation	became	Americanized.	

Japanese Immigration
Sugar	planting	was	started	on	 the	 island	of	Kauai	 in	1835	and	 increased	year	by	year	

after	 that.	Sugar	production	requires	 lots	of	 field	 labor,	more	 than	could	be	provided	by	 the	
native	Hawaiians.		Japan	was	experiencing	major	social	and	economic	upheavals	during	the	Meiji	
Restoration	period;	internal	social	pressures	made	the	idea	of	immigration	a	viable	and	attractive	
option	for	many.

The	first	boatload	of	Japanese	immigrants	to	Hawaii	left	in	1868,	known	as	the	gannenmono,	
in	 the	 first	year	of	 the	Meiji	period.	However,	 this	group	of	148	settlers	actually	 left	without	
government	permission	 so	does	not	 constitute	 the	 real	 beginning	 of	 Japanese	 immigration	
to	Hawaii.	The	 Japanese	government	began	a	 long	period	of	negotiations	with	 the	Hawaiian	
government.

The First Period (1885-1894) Contract Laborers
Beginning	in	1885,	private	companies	arranged	for	Japanese	immigrants	to	come	to	Hawaii	

on	3	year	contracts.	
Most	the	immigrants	who	came	to	Hawaii	during	the	first	wave	of	Meiji	Era	immigration,	

came	 from	western	Japan—mainly	Hiroshima,	Yamaguchi,	Kumamoto,	and	Fukuoka	 (and	after	
1900,	from	Okinawa).	
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Annexation	in	1898	brought	with	it	the	complete	end	of	contract	labor.	The	white	plantation	
owners	became	concerned	about	a	 labor	shortage,	 and	actively	recruited	 for	more	 to	come	to	
Hawaii;	about	30,000	new	immigrants	went	there	just	in	the	period	between	1898-1899.	

[About	50,000	left	Hawaii	for	the	West	Coast,	1901-1907.]

The Second Immigration Period (1894- 1900)
During	 this	 second	period,	 immigration	was	handled	by	private	companies;	 five	major	

companies	controlled	 the	 flow	of	emigration	 from	Japan	 to	Hawaii.	These	Japanese	companies	
were	corrupt	and	engaged	in	unfair	business	practices.	They	often	demanded	excessive	fees	with	
threats	and	intimidation	forcing	the	emigrants	to	pay	large	sums	of	money.	The	corruption	became	
so	bad	and	so	public	that	the	companies	were	put	out	of	business	in	1905.	

Final (Free) Immigration Period– (1905-1907)
In	the	last	period	the	Japanese	companies	had	been	put	out	of	business,	and	thus	Japanese	

could	apply	directly	to	the	Japanese	government	to	get	permission	to	emigrate.	
However,	in	1907,	due	to	anti-Asian	feelings	(mostly	in	California)	a	U.S.	Presidential	Order	

banned	Japanese	in	Hawaii	from	moving	to	the	West	Coast.		

Restricted Immigration Period (1908 to 1924)-  Picture Brides Period
In	1882,	 the	Chinese	Exclusion	Act	had	been	passed,	mainly	as	 the	 result	 of	pressure	

from	whites	 in	California	who	hated	Asians.	 Initially	Japanese	 immigration	was	allowed	but	the	
Immigration	Act	of	1907	restricted	immigration	further—prohibiting	Asians	from	immigrating	to	
America.	However,	in	that	same	year,	the	U.S.	and	Japan	made	the	“Gentleman’s	Agreement”	--	it	
was	an	agreement	between	the	U.S.	government	and	the	Japanese	government	to	allow	a	Japanese	
person	to	immigrate	to	America	if	they	were	coming	to	join	a	spouse.	

This	started	the	“Picture	Bride”	period—where	a	marriage	would	be	arranged	between	
a	woman	 in	Japan	and	a	Japanese	American	man	 (in	Hawaii	or	California).	Thus,	 the	 imbalance	
between	men	and	women	 in	Hawaii	was	 corrected.	Between	1908-	 1924	 about	 60,000	more	
Japanese	immigrated	to	Hawaii—about	20,000	being	picture	brides.	

Japanese Immigration: Key Points
 	Meiji	modernization	created	many	poor	people	in	Japan	who	needed	work.	The	Hawaiian	

sugar	industry	needed	workers.	Therefore,	many	poor	Japanese	immigrated	to	Hawaii	(and	
later	California	and	Brazil).	

 	In	the	beginning,	life	was	hard	in	Hawaii	(for	the	issei),	but	got	better	in	the	20th	century	
(nissei	generation	who	were	born	in	America).	

 	Most	nissei did	not	work	in	the	sugar	industry	but	started	businesses	or	became	teachers,	
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nurses,	or	other	professionals.	 In	time,	 the	Japanese-Americans	 in	Hawaii	moved	to	the	
highest	socio-economic	and	political	levels	of	Hawaiian	society.

Picture	brides	came	to	America	between	1910	and	1920,	and	they	made	up	a	significant	
amount	 of	 the	 Japanese	 immigrants	 during	 this	 time.	Beforehand,	 it	was	mainly	men	who	
immigrated	to	America.	However,	it	was	both	viewed	as	wrong	and	illegal	for	a	Japanese	man	and	
a	white	woman	to	marry.	As	a	result,	these	Japanese	men	looked	to	Japan	to	supply	them	with	
wives.

In	1900	there	were	only	410	married	issei	women	in	America	and	by	1920	there	were	22,193.	
The	women’s	arrival	was	key	to	the	foundation	of	the	Japanese	presence	in	America.	In	1910	there	
were	4,500	American	born	Japanese	children;	 in	1920	the	number	jumped	to	30,000	and	by	1930	
there	were	68,000	American-born	Japanese	children.	The	increased	number	of	women	immigrants	
and	Japanese	 families	 caused	anti-Japanese	 sentiments	 to	 increase.	As	a	 result,	 the	 Japanese	
government	stopped	issuing	passports	to	picture	brides;	this	led	to	the	end	of	the	picture	bride	era	
in	March	1,	1920.	

Entering the Modern Age: 1920’s America
The Roaring Twenties / The Jazz Age

	
The	1920’s	 is	 sometimes	also	called	 the	“Jazz	Age”	because	of	 the	new	styles	of	music	

emerging	 in	 the	new	urban	culture.	Henry	Ford	manufactured	and	mass	produced	and	sold	a	
cheap	automobile	which	many	people	could	afford	to	buy,	and	so	 the	American	people	became	
more	mobile.	Especially	young	people	made	the	20’s	a	time	of	exuberance	and	freedom.	This	was	
also	a	time	of	relative	economic	prosperity	for	much	of	the	country.		

Hollywood: America’s Dream Factory
An	important	part	of	American	culture	 is	 the	Hollywood	movie	 industry.	The	first	movie	

studio	was	built	 in	Hollywood	 in	1911,	but	other	movie	studios	had	already	moved	out	 to	 the	
nearby	city	of	Los	Angeles.	

By	1912,	most	 of	 the	major	movie	production	 companies	has	moved	out	 to	California,	
partly	to	escape	from	the	control	of	Edison’s	company,	but	also	because	the	weather	of	southern	
California	was	excellent,	and	land	prices	were	cheap.	

The	many	of	the	entrepreneurs	who	moved	to	California	to	start	movie	studios	were	Jewish	
immigrants.	They	were	businessmen	who	realized	 that	 this	was	a	new	 industry	with	a	 lot	of	
potential	to	make	huge	profits.	Also,	for	many	of	these	immigrants,	making	movies	was	a	way	to	
escape	their	difficult	past	in	Europe,	and	participate	in	making	the	American	dream.	By	the	1920’s	
the	five	major	studios	of	Hollywood	were	all	Jewish	owned	and	run.

The	 1920’s	 the	movie	 studios	began	 to	make	big	money,	 as	America	 entered	 an	 age	
of	prosperity.	Americans	wanted	entertainment	and	 the	new	 technology	of	 radio	and	movies	
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provided	cheap	entertainment	for	millions	of	people.	The	Golden	Age	of	Hollywood	began,	where	
big	movie	studios	managed	all	aspects	of	movie	making,	from	production	to	distribution.	Making	
a	movie	involves	a	lot	of	difficult	and	expensive	processes	and	it	is	a	business,	so	each	film	must	
make	money.	Writers	must	be	hired,	 talented	cinematographers,	directors,	producers,	sound	and	
lighting	crew,	and	of	course	the	actors.

This	was	also	the	age	when	the	“Star	System”	started—	attractive	and	talented	actors	and	
actresses	became	big	movie	stars,	and	their	names	became	famous	all	over	the	world.	Hollywood	
became	a	bit	of	a	wild	town	with	a	reputation	for	wild	parties	and	excessive	alcohol	use.	

Disney	Studios	was	also	important	during	the	Golden	Age	of	Hollywood,	but	not	one	of	the	
major	studios.	Today	they	make	up	one	of	the	“The	Big	Six”,	however.

During	 the	Great	Depression,	Hollywood	movies	were	very	 important,	 giving	people	
an	escape	 from	 their	daily	 troubles.	During	WWII	 that	 followed,	movies	 supported	wartime	
propaganda	efforts.	 In	 the	1950’s	 the	major	challenge	was	 from	television,	and	 the	big	studios	
began	to	lose	profits,	so	they,	too,	moved	into	television.	

Also,	the	1950’s	was	a	difficult	time	for	Hollywood	for	another	reason:	the	“red	scare.”		This	
was	during	the	Cold	War	when	Americas	feared	Communism	and	the	spread	of	communism.	Some	
politicians	tried	to	make	Americans	more	afraid,	saying	that	Hollywood	was	full	of	communists	and	
communist	sympathizers	and	that	Hollywood	was	poisoning	the	minds	of	Americans.	Hollywood	
became	afraid	because	 they	didn’t	want	 to	 lose	money……so	many	actors	who	had	 joined	the	
communist	party	when	they	were	young	were	fired	or	blacklisted.	

The	1960’s	was	very	different—it	was	a	 time	of	radical	change	 in	American	society	and	
culture.	It	was	a	time	of	big	social	and	political	change	and	Hollywood	developed	new	styles	which	
reflected	 the	age,	with	more	powerful	 social	 themes…not	 just	as	entertainment,	and	no	 longer	
afraid	to	make	political	and	social	statements.	

Hollywood Today: The Big Six plus independent studios
The	 6	major	 studios	 today	 are	 contrasted	with	 smaller	movie	production	 companies	

called	 independents	or	“indies.”		Also	we	have	the	mini-majors:	Lionsgate	Films,	The	Weinstein	
Company	and	 the	old	MGM.	Hollywood	 today	 is	 still	 concerned	with	making	big	blockbuster	
action	films	for	huge	profits,	but	also	more	intelligent	and	artistic	films	are	being	made,	especially	
by	the	independents.	Actors	now	have	more	power	and	artistic	control	than	in	the	early	days	of	
Hollywood.

Economic Crisis and Political Change:
 The Crash and the Great Depression 1929-1941 

The	1920’s	was	a	time	of	economic	growth	and	prosperity	for	many	people,	however,	there	
was	a	 large	gap	between	rich	and	poor.	Big	companies	were	manufacturing	a	 lot	of	goods,	but	
most	people’s	wages	were	quite	low	and	they	couldn’t	afford	to	buy	most	things.	There	was	a	lot	
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of	borrowing,	spending	on	credit	and	a	lot	of	risky	investment.	
	When	stocks	started	to	drop	 in	October	of	 ’29	people	began	to	panic.	Loans	couldn’t	be	

paid	off	because	people	had	borrowed	so	much	money	but	had	no	way	to	pay	them	off.	People	
ran	 to	 the	banks	but	 the	banks	closed	their	doors	because	 they	didn’t	have	enough	money	to	
cover	people’s	deposits.	Factories	closed	and	businesses	went	bankrupt.	They	had	to	fire	workers,	
resulting	in	high	unemployment	all	over	America.	High	unemployment	means	that	people	spend	
even	less	money,	so	businesses	declined	even	more.	There	were	huge	inventories	of	goods	which	
could	not	be	sold,	so	prices	dropped.	　

By	the	time	Franklin	Roosevelt	was	elected	 in	1932	the	economy	was	 in	the	midst	of	 the	
deepest	depression	 in	American	history;	people	were	desperate	and	wanted	the	government	to	
take	bold	and	immediate	action.	It	did.				

Government Action: The New Deal 
During	the	Great	Depression	of	the	1930’s	the	role	of	government	completely	changed.	For	

the	first	time	the	U.S.	federal	government	took	an	active	role	in	managing	the	economy.	The	U.S.	
government	designed	programs	which	gave	such	things	as	unemployment	 insurance	 for	people	
who	 lost	 their	 jobs,	 social	 security	 for	people	over	65	so	 they	could	get	a	pension,	welfare	 for	
people	with	no	money	and	income,	and	a	system	of	taxation	which	made	the	richest	in	American	
society	pay	a	much	higher	percentage	of	their	income	in	taxes.	

All	of	 these	 liberal	economic	policies	changed	American	society	and	economy.	The	new	
system	of	 taxation	 and	 social	welfare	programs	gave	people	 at	 the	bottom	of	 society	more	
economic	security,	and	strengthening	of	labor	unions	led	to	a	strong	middle-class.	

The 1950’s and the Cold War 

After	the	war	ended	against	Japan	and	Germany	(and	Italy),	those	three	countries	became	
friends	of	the	United	States	in	the	fight	a	new	war—the	fight	against	communism.	China	became	
communist	 in	1949.	 (Russia	had	become	communist	 in	1917).	 In	June,	1950,	North	Korean	troops	
pushed	south	past	the	37th	parallel	with	Chinese	support,	starting	the	Korean	War.	This	increased	
Cold	War	tensions	even	more.	Then,	when	the	Russians	 launched	the	Sputnik	satellite,	America	
panicked	and	government	and	educational	institutions	felt	an	intense	pressure	to	compete	with	the	
Russians	in	the	area	of	military	technology.		

JFK- 1960-63

In	1960,	John	F.	Kennedy	was	elected	as	the	youngest	president	 in	American	history	 (43	
years	old).	He	was	also	the	first	Catholic	president	(all	previous	presidents	had	been	Protestants).	
He	had	been	born	into	a	rich	family,	the	son	of	Joseph	Kennedy,	an	Irish	immigrant	who	had	made	
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a	fortune.	He	was	always	very	weak	and	sick,	but	even	so	became	a	war	hero	(WWII)	when	his	
patrol	boat	was	attacked	and	sank,	and	he	saved	his	crew	members.	During	the	Cold	War,	he	
actively	fought	against	communism.	After	he	became	U.S.	President,	however,	he	began	to	think	
more	about	how	to	achieve	peace,	rather	than	destroying	the	world	with	nuclear	weapons.

The Cuban Missile Crisis
The	major	event	during	his	presidency	was	the	Cuban	Missile	Crisis	 (1962).	The	Soviets	

were	found	to	be	putting	long-range	nuclear	missiles	in	Cuba,	well	within	striking	distance	of	east	
coast	cities.	On	Oct.	22,	 JFK	went	on	 television	 to	announce	 that	a	blockade	was	being	set	up	
around	Cuba	and	that	if	any	ships	tried	to	cross	the	line	and	enter	Cuba,	they	would	be	shot	at.	
He	also	said	that	any	nuclear	missile	launched	from	Cuba	would	be	met	with	an	instant	response	
from	the	U.S.	against	the	Soviet	Union.	He	also	demanded	the	dismantling	of	exiting	missile	sites	
in	Cuba.	The	blockade	began	on	Oct.	24.	Thirty	Soviet	ships	were	heading	to	Cuba,	but	changed	
course	on	the	evening	of	the	24th.	The	Soviet	leader	Khrushchev	promised	to	remove	the	missiles	
and	the	U.S.	promised	not	to	invade	Cuba.	After	that,	both	sides	made	efforts	towards	building	a	
more	peaceful	relationship,	though	still	enemies.	Through	his	successful	handling	of	the	crisis,	JFK	
emerged	as	a	highly	respected	young	president.

The Kennedy Assassination
Not	everyone	 loved	Kennedy,	however.	He	had	made	many	enemies.	First	and	 foremost	

were	southern	whites,	who	generally	saw	him	as	supporting	black	civil	 rights,	and	too	soft	on	
communism.	Neither	charge	was	 true-	Kennedy	was	neither	soft	on	communism,	nor	actively	
engaged	with	supporting	the	black	civil	rights	movement.	This	 incredible	hostility	towards	him	
says	much	about	the	reactionary	nature	of	large	segments	of	the	U.S.	population.	

He	was	killed	the	 following	year	 (Nov.	1963)	 in	the	South,	 in	a	place	where	he	was	hated	
by	 large	numbers	of	people-	Texas.	His	death	shocked	the	nation,	and	many	wonder	 if	 it	was	a	
conspiracy	(陰謀).	But	who	would	want	to	kill	Kennedy?

	The	official	government	position	was	 that	one	man,	Lee	Harvey	Oswald,	 a	24-year-old	
communist,	killed	Kennedy.	However,	 there	 is	evidence	that	Oswald	was	not	a	communist,	and	
may	have	been	working	with,	or	connected	to	 the	CIA,	and	that	other	gunmen	were	 involved.	
So	we	need	 to	consider	 the	possibility	 that	 the	CIA	was	 involved	 in	 the	assassination	of	 their	
president.	But	why?	That	is	question	we	need	to	explore.

Much	of	the	mystery	lies	with	Oswald.	Who	was	he	really???	Did	he	really	kill	Kennedy?	If	
not,	then	there	was	some	larger	conspiracy.	

The 1960’s and the Counter-Culture (hippies and political protest)
After	Kennedy’s	death,	 the	war	 in	Vietnam	began	 to	 escalate	year	by	year	 and	was	

brought	home	to	Americans	on	the	T.V.	sets	each	night.	The	Korean	War	of	the	50’s	was	not	so	
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clearly	seen	by	Americans,	but	young	people	were	drafted	to	go	to	Vietnam	and	then	seen	being	
killed	on	television.	At	 the	same	time,	 the	Black	civil	 rights	movement	was	becoming	a	major	
force,	upsetting	a	lot	to	conservatives.	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.	and	other	Black	leaders	organized	
nonviolent	protests.		

Women	also	began	demanding	more	equal	rights	and	equal	pay	for	equal	work	at	this	time,	
challenging	 traditional	 stereotypes	and	gender	roles.	Women	organized	marches	and	became	
politically	active	to	fight	discrimination.	

With	the	Vietnam	War	getting	worse,	the	student	protest	movement	grew	more	powerful.	
Simultaneously	with	this	was	the	rise	of	a	powerful	counterculture—the	hippies	and	other	radicals	
criticized	most	of	 the	 traditional	values	and	 ideologies	of	American	culture.	They	had	a	great	
distrust	 for	politicians	and	a	government	which	was	 lying	to	the	people	about	Vietnam.	Student	
protests	took	to	the	streets	and	riots	broke	out	in	various	cities.		

Richard Nixon and Watergate 
	Richard	Nixon	became	president	 in	 1968,	 a	 time	of	great	 turmoil	 in	America	 society.	

The	Vietnam	War	was	raging.	 It	was	a	time	when	 liberal	and	radical	political	movements	were	
becoming	more	vocal	and	 influential,	 including,	 for	example,	 student	protests,	 and	 the	rise	of	
feminism,	Black	Power	and	other	radical	political	movements.	 	Richard	Nixon	appealed	to	many	
conservative	elements	in	American	society	who	feared	all	these	social	and	political	changes	taking	
place	in	the	60’s.	He	projected	an	image	of	traditional	conservative	values.	

However,	Nixon	was	power-hungry.	During	the	presidential	election	of	1972,	he	and	his	staff	
engaged	 in	highly	 illegal	activities	and	spread	 lies	about	people	they	didn’t	 like.	The	Watergate	
scandal	started	out	as	a	simple	burglary	of	the	Democrat’s	offices,	but	investigations	exposed	how	
the	White	House	was	 involved	 in	many	illegal	activities	going	well	beyond	Watergate---including	
such	things	as	spying	on	others,	using	the	FBI	and	IRS	for	illegal	purposes,	and	the	obstruction	of	
justice.		

Many	people	view	 this	 as	a	 time	of	 constitutional	 crisis	 in	America,	when	 the	 system	
of	government	 almost	 collapsed.	 	 It	 can	be	perhaps	argued	 that	Watergate	 scandal	was	 the	
culmination	of	an	era	of	disillusionment	 that	began	with	 the	Kennedy	assassination	 (1963)	and	
ended	up	with	the	resignation	of	Nixon	(1974).	Furthermore,	America	has	never	recovered.	Since	
Watergate	there	has	been	great	cynicism	about	government.	In	elections	voter	turnout	is	very	low	
in	America,	which	suggests	people	don’t	believe	that	the	political	process	addresses	their	needs.	
It	remains	to	be	seen	what	effect	the	Iraq	war	and	the	financial	crisis	of	2008	has	on	Americans’	
view	of	their	government.	
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ABSTRACT

Perspectives on Modern American History

Steven	L.	Rosen

The	article	is	a	proposed	mini-text	for	a	one	semester	course	on	modern	American	history.	
It	aims	to	develop	an	appreciation	for	the	significance	of	America	in	the	rise	of	the	modern	age,	
particularly	with	respect	to	technology,	economics	and	business.	Rather	than	trying	to	cover	the	
whole	of	modern	U.S.	in	one	short	text,	various	key	points	in	history	were	selected	as	portals	on	
historical	trends.	The	text	begins	with	the	Second	Industrial	Revolution	which	mainly	originated	in	
America,	and	featured	the	appearance	of	the	modern	corporation	as	part	of	a	new	era	of	industrial	
capitalism.	Then	it	moves	on	to	a	discussion	about	immigration	(labor),	the	rise	of	the	Hollywood	
movie	 industry,	the	Great	Depression,	and	the	post-war	prosperity.	The	textbook	then	examines	
the	post-war	period	with	a	discussion	of	the	great	political,	economic	and	cultural	shocks	and	shifts	
that	transformed	human	 life,	not	only	 in	America	but	around	the	world.	Finally	we	move	on	to	
a	discussion	of	the	digital	revolution	which	takes	us	into	the	21st	century,	and	arguably,	the	post-
modern,	post-industrial	age.
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