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INTRODUCTION

CLAIRE GORRARA, HEIKO FELDNER
AND KEVIN PASSMORE

This volume of essays explores the social, politica cultural legacies of
a decade which has, until relatively recently, nem# scant scholarly
attention® For Nick Thomas, in his lively review essay “Wilie Real
1950s Please Stand Up?”, this can be attributédetdact that the decade
has “something of an image problem [...] and hasesaff from an
identity crisis for some time” (Thomas 2008, 22Ihis “image problem”
is connected, for Thomas, both with the often ifuid comparison made
with the 1960s, a decade associated with “rebelbemual revolution and
social upheaval” (Thomas 2008, 227), and with papurhaginings, albeit
in a British context, of the 1950s as a “golden”agk stultifying but
ultimately satisfying conformism and prosperityn8aiched uncomfortably
between the horror of the war years and the “reiaill of the 1960s, the
1950s appear as “an interim period between thed#scstanding on either
side, and in particular as a kind of antechambéhdosocial upheavals of
the 1960s” (Thomas, 2008, 228).

Yet, as Thomas' review article and contributions ttes volume
demonstrate, reductive preconceptions of this “laktcade are being
challenged. Such changing perspectives are duarintgp a general shift
away from a “decade” orientated analysis of thetqa@s period. The
value of such a segmented approach is unclear wheriooks at longer-
term social, cultural and political trends. As bigns, cultural commentators
and literary critics have come to reappraise thst-p@r period, broader
transnational and transcultural connections haviaced® These implicitly
undermine a perception of formative years, suchtres 1950s, as
“contained” periods and throw up the extent to whictocesses of change
germinate over a much wider time frame, drawingooth continuity and
rupture with the past. Certainly, as a number ofitidoutions to this
volume attest, placing the 1950s solely in relationthe decades that
immediately preceded and succeeded them can ledi$tuntions. It can
be equally, if not more productive, to considersthgears in a longer time
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span, that of 1947-1989, when the fall of the BeMVall generated,
symbolically and literally, a paradigm shift in gpolitical relations.

In tandem with such a questioning of a “decennadproach to the
1950s, scholars are now placing these years im mdae internationalist
frame? In this volume, contributions consider countryssfie developments
but all, to varying degrees, draw on comparatiwe tsansnational debates.
This broadening of horizons incorporates Europeations’ interactions
with America, as the model and exporter of a certaiand of popular
culture in the 1950s, and also with their colomgatitories in a climate of
growing clamours for independence. As H.R. Kedwantes in his
illuminating chapter on “re-rooting the French R#mince”, the war in
Algeria, and the national debates on the Frenchy'armse of torture,
would come to shape French collective self-peroeptn the 1950s as
much as any interactions with European partnerdAmerica. In this
enlarged framing of the 1950s — both temporally gedgraphically -
what comes to the fore is a sense of contradictiBysthis, we mean a
period in which the “old” and the “new” co-existedhich looked back to
pre-war and wartime traditions and legacies bub &d®ked forward to
new concepts and ideas. The latter would offer tatap for change which
would be eagerly welcomed across national borgmktical affiliations
and cultures. The 1950s can, therefore, be contedfeas years of
reassessment and experimentation when “old” modele re-evaluated
and “new” models were “road-tested”, to be eitheveloped or rejected.

An important intervention in this dynamic scholarbrexamination of
the 1950s, this volume adopts a multi-faceted agugroIn developing
such a research template, it confirms the case ah&tiecade” is an
arbitrary way of chopping up the past, even if pgeopften perceive
decades as having particular characteristics thadliton their behaviour
and impact on how the past is remembered. As fathe agenda to
broaden the scope of analysis and counteract rigduperceptions, the
volume will analyse the 1950s in relation to thtweadly defined areas:
historiography, politics and society and culturéafiters on European and
transnational topics, such as the circuits of ditgrtranslation, European
liberalisation or cross-border responses to thétjpening of Europe, are
featured alongside studies of particular nationstbades and dilemmas,
such as the question of “mastering the past” imt@er culture and society
or the roots and consequences of the Lysenko affdirance. However,
what emerges from all three parts of the volume vssion of the 1950s as
a decade which was to have a profound impact o-vpars European
identities in two key respects: as a time of aceddsl European
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intellectual exchange and as a time of fertile ptiegdy to the “new”,
variously formulated and contested across and mithational borders.

European Exchanges

Contributors to this volume present the 1950s assyef transformative
intellectual exchange across borders and ideolbdie#sions, as well as
within a given national culture. Nancy Jachec, &r lchapter on the
reception of the Société Européenne de CultureED]Saddress to
intellectuals in 1952, discusses the ways in whicdy cultural

organisations, such as the SED, attempted to mebikEuropean
intellectuals in support of intellectual exchangedadebate. As she
demonstrates, the SEC, like other cross-bordergeam organisations for
intellectuals, was committed to offering opportigst for constructive
dialogue between Western and Eastern Europeanlettedls and

steadfastly refused to close channels of commuaitaFor Jachec, the
1950s were “a vital period for organised activity fintellectuals]” (87).

In a similar vein, Brian Neve investigates the easeof American

blacklisted filmmakers who came to Europe followithgir condemnation
by the House Committee on Un-American Activitieikd Jachec, Neve
focuses on the ways in which cross-cultural diaéogias developed, often
under challenging circumstances, and how a Hollyvataspora of

writers, actors and directors brought with themireematographic style
and left-wing engagement that left its mark on iBhitand French film
production. In particular, he discusses the 1950skvef Jules Dassin,
Joseph Losey and Cy Endfield and the usdilof noir as a genre that
became a mobile carrier of American popular culttme Europe. This
Hollywood diaspora helped nurture what Neve seestlas sense of
change late in that decade [1950s], as the respegw Wave emerged,
and new critical positions and notions of cinemaengeveloped” (223).
In a rather different context, that of the Brit@tmed forces, Hilary Footitt
in her contribution highlights the 1950s as yedrsirguistic exchange.
She explores the official discourse on Russian dmreguage of war”

which brought about unexpected opportunities foera,500 servicemen
who volunteered to follow intensive Russian languagourses in
preparation for a possible war with the USSR. Rtstclose analysis of
the contexts and motivations of the programme, eb a&s the teaching
corps who were integral to it, reveals how youngi€r servicemen were
exposed to a Russian language, literature andreulithich bore little

relation to contemporary life in Soviet Russia. ,Yéhese cultural
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encounters would play a formative role in these 'meéndividual and
collective development.

From intercultural exchanges in the spheres ofditee, cinema and
education to enriched debates within country-spedifaditions, other
contributions to the volume trace transformativelenges within a given
national context. In her study of the Lysenko affaiFrance, Louise Lyle
considers how Soviet agronomist Trofim Denisovichysénko’s
ideologically motivated attack on evolutionary loigy was received in
French communist circles. She analyzes too thetdabaonnections to
French modes of evolutionary thought that datedkliacthe nineteenth
century and were indebted to the work of Lamardavidling a close
reading of the fiction of writer and former resistéercors from the 1950s,
Lyle identifies the ways in which attitudes to thesenko affair were often
a barometer of an author’s attitudes to Stalinisith Brench communism.
The affair in France exposes the extent to whiaolidgical concerns in
the 1950s could be imposed on scientific phenombnmais chapter on
East German historiography, Heiko Feldner shards’'s.goncern to trace
the impact of ideology on the relationship betwgefitics and science.
From three interrelated perspectives — Foucaultialyéics of power,
Zizek’s theory of ideology and Marx’s critique ofamital — Feldner
demonstrates that there is no reason to make firesston of scientific
practice into the lynchpin from which to write thistory of East German
historiography in the 1950s. The story of a heroéttle between two
principles, leading to liberation in 1989 as itspliwit goal and happy
ending, is an imaginary tale. The historic failuod East German
historiography, he argues, did not consist in canpsing the standards
of scientificity in the name of political convictip as its liberal critics
would have it, but in obfuscating the traumatic éision of political
change, i.e. in obscuring what it would take toldai society that really
broke with the matrix of capitalism. Lastly from@erman perspective,
Christian Haase explores models for European iategr via the
perspective of West German foreign policy jourrtaliand above all the
shifts in position of Erich Friedlaender. As Haasatends, Friedlaender’s
trajectory, from supporting a model founded on légacies of German
dominance in Europe to one that embraced “Atlastticvalues of free
trade, liberal consensus and international laweritlematic of an era.
These were years of flux in West Germany and utiétyaprovided the
frame for an astonishing transformation as “newhpaorted ideas and
traditional concepts combined and coexisted” (1i®)enable a new
democratic Western elite to emerge.



The Lost Decade? 5

Looking Forwards — and Backwards

Contributors to this volume also conceive of th&éd®as years when new
ideas and new concepts were under scrutiny, as aselinderstandable
attempts to reassess or take stock of the recesht Ipahis chapter on the
nouveau romanEdmund Smyth emphasises how the 1950s in France
heralded the advent of a new cultural aesthetitss Was intended to
challenge the literary orthodoxies of realism amdti®an engagement in
support of a modernist rethinking of narrative faand purpose. In a close
reading of Marguerite DurasModerato Cantabilg(1958), Smyth draws
attention to the 1950s as a decade that “saw therishing of a
renaissance in the arts generally in France” (188) a “broadly-based
cultural reawakening which extended to all areasiteilectual and artistic
activity [...]” (186). Matthias Zach similarly look® the innovation of the
1950s in French artistic production, in this cake plethora of new
literary translations of Shakespeare which gavengoBrench creative
writers the opportunity to develop their own voié@r Zach, the 1950s
were a “motor for French cultural development img®l” (169). Zach
contrasts this to the case of West and East Gerrmamich there was
little legitimate room for renewal of Shakespeaanslation and a strong
connection to past traditions. This notion of anbamlent German
cultural connection to the “new” is also exploredthe contribution of
Francis Graham-Dixon on German pictorial art of ldte 1940s and early
1950s. Like Zach, Graham-Dixon grapples with thenynand often
contradictory ways in which German intellectualsl aultural producers
attempted to project into the future, whilst reegigg with past traditions.
For Graham-Dixon, responses to the humanist tragiin both East and
West German art periodicals, provide compellinglewice of critical and
popular anxieties surrounding German artistic potida in the aftermath
of war. In the West, German artists strove to radpto the “cautious
liberalisation” promoted by the Western allies aimdthe East, to the call
for “rapid de-individualisation” endorsed by theBoviet counterparts.
What emerges is a picture of German art as “thaukt paper for a country
in shock” (166) and where the humanist project efgropriated in very
different ways to suit divergent ideological agenda

This notion of West and East German communitiagggling to adapt
to the ideological imperatives of the “new” is alsw the fore in the
contribution of Gabriele Eckart which reflects dmetportrayal of the
1950s in GDR fiction published before and after fak of the Berlin
Wall. Eckart traces patterns of representatiomnéwork of Anna Seghers,
Christoph Hein and Wolfgang Hilbig. In the case $fghers, Eckart
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examines her doomed attempts to present, in meahifogm, the dream
of a truly classless and democratic society inflation of the 1950s. In
the work of 1980s writers Hein and Hilbig, Eckastasses their increasing
preoccupation with questions of political, and thewcial, justice. In
illuminating counterpoint to the contribution of e Feldner, Eckart
traces the fictive reworking of key historiograpiacdebates inHorns
Ende (1985) by Hein, stressing the extent to which Ezstman creative
writers considered the implications of the erosafnscientific practice
under the guise of new or “progressive” ideologigedctices. Lastly, the
conflicts, contradictions and anxieties of “masgtgrthe past” in West and
East German society and culture are analysed irchlpter by Helmut
Peitsch. Peitsch provides a subtle reading of thgswin which the term
Vergangenheitsbewaltigungas been understood and conceived of in the
post-war period in both states and in three spedfintexts — literary
criticism, academic scholarship (history) and bs Brotestant Church. By
closely contextualising and historicising the tefPgitsch teases out the
evolving debates on German guilt and suffering thave crystallised
around the term and coloured discussions of Germamories of the
Second World War. He concludes by advising readersonsider the
wisdom of American historian, Alon Confino who warmagainst
“impos[ing] present-day moral expectations of wisabuld have been
remembered on what actually has been remember&d).(1

Re-rootings

As Helmut Peitsch’s chapter and others attest18%0s remain a decade
able to accommodate a number of readings. Theskngsarange from
affirmations of productive European exchange améwal to more muted
assessments of the spectre of the past. Indeedwith this image of a
decade of multiple interpretative possibilities ttilis introduction will
end. For if, as Nick Thomas contends, the 1950seham “image
problem”, it may be because a singular fixed ima&g@ot appropriate.
What a last grouping of contributions to this vokisuggests is the need
to think more in terms of pathways and trajectonesas H.R. Kedward
eloquently terms it, “re-rootings”. In the casekafdward, this is related to
the legacies of the French Resistance which tetulbd refracted in these
years via the twin functional myths of Gaullist {jpaal) resistance or
Communist martyrdom and sacrifice. The innovatioh Kedward's
contribution is to “re-root” such early debates argresentations of the
Resistance via the “individual” (and the regionjiaim one case, the tragic
story of Limousin resistance leader Georges GuimgdBy focusing on
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the “esprit” of the Resistance into the 1950s aadyel960s, Kedward
demonstrates how memories of the Resistance webdiseadl to defend a
notion of individual justice and, increasingly, $apport a human rights
culture. As the ferocity of the Algerian war ane thnti-torture campaign
climaxed, it was a “spirit” of resistance that eleab such a set of
individual and collective experiences to offer achal legacy which knew
no national boundaries” (73). In a common spirigvit Passmore “re-
roots” discussion of the 1950s via the work of NamDavies and Eric
Hobsbawm and a Whig interpretation of history ametoin a belief in
“gradual progress”. Yet, for Passmore, both histwsialso viewed the
decade in a far more expansive historical context assimilated the
1950s “into a longer-term division of Europe lagtirom 1947-1989”
(33). For both, the division of Europe, cementedhim 1950s, would be a
diversion from the march of European and worlddrist As Passmore
concludes, perceptions of the 1950s very much demen perspective,
experience and location — a golden age for soméntalising for others.
Indeed, it is from this acceptance of the centratf one’s cultural
positioning that Richard Vinen opens the volumené¥i's chapter
provides a provocative analysis of why and how dniahs have
approached the 1950s and the blind spots that sexistthe very
formulation of a “lost decade” — “where did youVeahem?” he asks. As
he astutely notes, the public perception of theses/has been shaped by a
generation of historians, politicians and publigufies for whom these
years were an “undramatic decade” (9), paling imsignificance
compared to their colourful personal memories o #960s. Yet, if
consideration of the 1950s is “re-rooted” away friftis generation, and a
focus on Western Europe, a very different set ofie$ emerge. In these
alternative contexts, the 1950s sit centre-stdgayeaall for those living in
Eastern Europe and those in colonised territongergoing the brutalities
and mass civilian displacements of the wars of aisation. As Vinen
predicts, new studies of the 1950s that exploré sliernative narratives
may well cause us to reflect on deeply ingrainesliagptions about the
“stability” of post-war Western Europe. From thiergpective, the 1950s
are not so much a “lost” decade as an era withptitential to question
received histories of the post-war period.

To conclude, this volume hopes to enlighten readéeut a decade
that has never been “lost” but perhaps “misplacedthe popular and
scholarly imagination. With the coming of a new ey, academics,
writers and commentators seem now equipped witlicgift critical
distance to see what these years brought to loteger developments
shaping contemporary European identities. This melunakes no claims
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to exhaustivity and would have been enriched bthé&rrcontributions on
the relation of European nations to their colon&titories, as well as
more sustained analysis of the view of the 19508astern Europe. That
said, the editors of this volume believe that tbetgbutions grouped here
provide ample evidence of the exciting enterprisstake in reassessing
years that were, according to theatre critic Mi¢hBélington, both
“dramatic and traumatic: the era when we could fleelground beginning
to shift beneath our feet” (Billington 2006, 6).i# these seismic shifts
with which we live into the twenty-first century.

Notes

1 This has changed in recent years with the pubdiceof studies on Britain,
such as Hennessy (2006) and Kynaston (2007).

2 Richard Vinen contests even the notion of a “pemt’ in his contribution
“Where did you leave them? Historians and ‘losihg 1950s™. As he notes,
Europe, following the Second World War, was alrefdlly embarked on a
bloody series of wars of decolonisation that beigathe late 1940s and would
end, for most, in the 1960s.

3 See for example, Kristin Ross’s ground-breakiinglyg of France in the 1950s
which investigates the relationship between Fraaue Algeria in the 1950s
and early 1960s (Ross 1996).
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CHAPTERONE

WHEREDID YOU LEAVE THEM?
HISTORIANS AND“L OSING THE19505"

RICHARD VINEN

Abstract

This chapter will try to explain why historians aathers find it so hard to fit the
1950s into a broader explanation of the post-wapgdeor the twentieth century. It
points out that the 1950s are overshadowed by tijmrang decades that are seen
as times of particular excitement and change.db goints out that a particular
generation — that was formed, in Britain, by theél&uEducation Act, the post-war
baby boom and the Robbins Report — has a partigytawerful influence over
how the post-war years are perceived. This is @mion for which the 1960s
assumed special importance and for whom, conselguémt 1950s are seen as a
time of insignificance. A generation which thougitt itself as rebellious was
uninterested in a decade that was associated wittrtain kind of consensus. A
generation that took prosperity for granted did fieet the need to investigate the
reasons for that prosperity. Finding the lost decatkans, moreover, to move
away from western Europe. Outside Europe thingsooisly looked differently —
no-one from Indochina or Algeria would have muchuble in telling us what
significant event happened in 1954. Equally, easbfeans had a very different
perspective on the decade — de-Stalinization wabgily the most important
change to happen in the whole history of the Souieibn and its client states.
Most Czechs would be very surprised to hear thaflisim people who remember
what they were doing when they heard of Kennedgathl cannot remember
anything about Stalin’'s death. Generational chaigyelso important in this
context. The 1950s were particularly disliked bgsh whose identity is rooted in
the 1960s, but they were often an object of vermrdb those young people who
themselves reacted against the 1960s (nothingSishi/icious did shocked the
cultural establishment more than recording a versaf Eddie Cochran’s
quintessentially 1950s so®pmethin’ Elsp
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What does it mean to talk of a “lost decade™? Qyetre 1950s are not
lost in the way that the history of, say, an extiAmazonian tribe who
have left no written records might be lost. Mosbgle would have no
difficulty in summoning up images of the 1950s: enlloops and milk
bars. Equally, historians know a great deal abo&itl950s. Archives have
been opened and doctorates written on, for exarfBldskellism” (Kelly
2003) or Poujadism (Souillac 2007). There is, hosveva curious
disjuncture between specialized academic work an XB50s and the
general image of the decade, even its image amprafsissional historians.
It is significant, for example, that most generat@unts of twentieth-
century history would probably mention Butskellismd Poujadism only
to make assertions that most experts would regatieag wrong. There
is, furthermore, little general sense of the 19®$&aving a particular kind
of historical significance and they are less oftghken as an interpretative
framework than, say, the 1930s or the 1960s. Pimegezhd succeeding
decades are seen in global terms. Any historicakvem the 1930s —
whether it focuses on American dance halls or the of Nazism — is
largely about the impact of the Wall Street Crasty work on the 1940s
is about the Second World War. Any study of the(9& largely about
the Vietham War, which is seen to pervade evergtHiom Japanese
student radicalism to the changes in the Americamemy. Any history
of the 1970s has to take account of the Arab/lskaat of 1973and the
consequent rise in the oil price. Work on the 19985 contrast, often
takes place in isolated boxes. A conference on6196r example, would
probably receive proposals relating to the Suezissrihe origins of rock
and roll, Khruschev's “Secret Speech” and the Sovievasion of
Hungary. The authors of these papers would almesiioly refer to
entirely separate historiographies.

The 1950s is also seen as an undramatic decadéheOleft, people
who came of age in the 1950s were uncomfortablyr@weat they lacked
the heroic causes that had mobilized those whoble@eh born ten years
before themselves. In 1958, Francoise Giroud, orh916, wrote that
those ten years younger than herself had not beeitded by the Spanish
Civil War, Munich and the Occupation as her own teomporaries had
been. Claude Nicolet, born in the 1930, seemectte this verdict on
his generation: “| have always envied those amongystlders who were
awakened by the political exaltation of the Resista ... we are a
generation abandoned by histolificolet 1959, 328). Historians, at least
political historians of the west, sometimes talbaithis as being a decade
of political conservatism, but this conservatisnitéelf seen as a kind of
political vacuum — something that lacked the samigjlamour of right-
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wing politics in the inter-war period. FurthermotBg conservatism that
triumphed in the 1950s was often the kind thatrlatght-wingers did not

wish to celebrate. British Thatcherites were hestd Macmillan and

uncomfortable with the second Churchill administratof 1951 to 1955.
French Gaullists regard the whole period from dal@s failure in the

legislative elections of 1951 until the end of t#eurth Republic in 1958
with disdain.

Any attempt to sum up the 1950s also runs up agaives awkward
divisions. The first of these is that between westeurope and the rest of
the world. The 1950s was a period during which amsEurope, or at
least its industrialized and democratic parts, édrin on itself after the
traumas of the Second World War. Decolonizationkbrbnks between
Europe, Africa and Asia. The Cold War did not h#éwe global dimension
that it was to acquire in the later years. Indéedpmetimes seemed that
there was a clear separation between the brutalinbited, hot wars being
fought in Korea, Indochina and Malaya and the rarckandoff between
the great powers that overshadowed Europe. Theattenal bodies that
dominated the 1950s — Nato, the Warsaw Pact, then@m Market and
the Cominform were largely or exclusively Europeldowever, any study
of the capitalist countries during the 1950s alss o allow for the
influence of the United States and this brings aisahother kind of
division: that between the popular culture thatdmee so important in the
1950s and the kind of issues — diplomatic, politavad economic — with
which historians are more used to engaging.

Don Delillo’'s novelWhite Noisg(1985) reveals something about the
reasons for the academic neglect of the 1950s. $et on an American
university campus dominated by two disciplines:éiiStudies and Elvis
Studies. This seems to sum up some of the clichéstahe 1950s and, in
particular, about the way in which it is overshaddwby the preceding
decade. The 1940s are about Europe, violence ditttqathe 1950s are
about America, consumerism and popular cultureisltstriking that
historians of America are more at home with théamobf the 1950s than
historians of Europe. The book titles of Americarntevs —\What Women
Watched: Daytime Television in the 195@sassidy 2005)Something
from the Oven: Reinventing Dinner in 1950s Amer{&apiro 2006),
Women Scientists in Fifties Science Fiction FilfN®onan 2005) — all
indicate a concern with popular culture. They afgticate a concern with
a certain kind of America — often the very kind tthveas depicted in
popular culture. When American historians say ftfiti¢'s”, they usually
mean suburbia, consumption and housewives. Theslyranean race,
poverty or rural America.
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The fact that the 1950s are perceived largelyrimseof culture rather
than politics raises problems about periodizatibne death of Hitler in
1945 marks a clear break. The death of Elvis in718des not. The Elvis
of the 1970s, a good old boy who had been appoiatedn honorary
federal marshal by Richard Nixon so that he cowdychis gun across
state lines, was a very different person to thengoman who had seemed,
to parts of respectable America in the 1950s, teaten sexual morality
and racial segregation. For that matter, the postius Elvis — admired by
English punk rockers and by the young Bill Clinteistood for something
that Elvis had never represented in his own lifetim

There is a sense, indeed, in which the 1950s idtaral symbol rather
than a historical period. Mary Caputi has argueat tfhe 1950s is an
“American metaphor” and that: “The 1950s can nagyrbe reduced to a
mere ten-year interval whose significance can hgucaed in historical
narrative, for its impact reaches far beyond chimgpg’ (Caputi 2005, 1).
The 1950s might be said to have escaped from firhey stand for a
certain self-conscious display of innocence thatoafoes with the
celebration of American life (Caputi sees this bedion as being
particularly associated with Ronald Reagan’s peysig in the 1980s —
and the Reagan presidency certainly illustrated lthering of lines
between the world of entertainment and the worldaditics).

The “American metaphor” travels across space atagelime. There
is, in short, a sense in which the 1950s happermtffierent countries at
different times. This is particularly true becaube decade was often
presented as one of modernization (RostoWe Stages of Economic
Growth: a non-Communist Manifestwvas published in 1960) and
consequently as representing an era through whéskentually, all
countries would pass. Modernization/Americanizatimtame one of the
great themes around which studies of Europe in 1t®80s revolved.
Laurence Wylie's celebrated study of a villageha Vaucluse was almost
as much about his own American origins as it wasuaural life in
Provence (Wylie 1957). France, indeed, became grcbbf fascination
partly because it seemed a kind of testing grouna place that was
obviously archaic in terms of social structure,usitial organization and
bureaucratic heavy-handedness, but that was ass@ democratic and
capitalist country, more-or-less destined to addmierican models. The
first individual country study to be conducted oestern Europe by the
Harvard Center for International Affairs concerrigdnce and involved a
seminar that was convoked in 1959-1960 (Hoffman3194 and viii).
French sociologists themselves assumed that maddion meant
America and Michel Crozier's studies of France'sotiiked society” were
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heavily influenced by his visits to America — whibkgan with a student
grant that took him to the New School for Sociak&ech in 1947 and
finished with a visiting fellowship at Princeton 1959 (Crozier 2002).

The notion that every country would eventually pdssugh its own
“fifties” as it moved towards an American versiohnoodernity raises all
sorts of questions. The American image of theefiftis associated with
prosperity, a certain sort of “apoliticism” (oneilbon an assumption that
every normal person shares some important valuespaather clean-cut
version of youth culture. Some historians argueyeéner, that Britain
never passed through such a stage. Peter HennegBys this history of
Britain in the 1950s by quoting Jonathan Miller&nrark that “in Britain
the 1930s lasted until the 1960s” (Hennessy 20B6)eth Stedman Jones
goes further back and suggests that it was onljyreaents of the early
1960s (the Lady Chatterley trial and the adverihefBeatles) that ended a
kind of long Victorian age in Britain, and that &tte was more similarity
between the 1870s and the 1950s than there is &etthee 1950s and
now” (Stedman Jones 2001, 103-124). Both theseresnaf course, beg
further questions. The 1950s are overshadoweditaiBin part precisely
because the British sixties seemed to generatesstiong and distinctive
national culture (Michel Winock has referred to tt#60s as “les années
anglaises”). Similarly one might argue that somgheffeatures that might
be identified as characteristic of 1950s prospéritynuch of continental
western Europe — widespread use of motor carsyisabization, advertising
and even television — had actually begun in Britaithe 1930s.

As for France, there were some ways in which itspdsthrough its
“fifties” in the mid 1960s. It was during this ped, after the convulsions
of the Algerian War, that France appeared to firmhsensus and
prosperity. It was during the 1960s that Frenchtipal scientists talked
most about “apoliticism”, or, at least, about alitecin political extremism
(Charlot 1970). It was also during the 1960s thatiadogists, such as
Crozier, who had been so influenced by their visitsAmerica in the
1950s, began to acquire an influence. De Gaullavinly been the French
Churchill in his earlier career — seemed to haveob®w a French
Eisenhower by 1965; he himself commented, with dhagn the lack of
heroic causes in his country. France acquired dungethat began to look
like an American version of popular culture durthg 1960s. This was the
decade when France discovered the joys of the nwato(Roger Nimier
and Francoise Sagan were probably more famous Heir tJames
Deanesque driving than for anything that they wratelevision and the
beach. It was during the 1960s that the rathepitigpop music of “salut
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les copains” flourished — before “youth culture’htato mean something
very different in 1968.

If “modernization” was simply defined as somethitigat could be
measured in terms of statistics about GDP, thewitld be simpler to date
the point at which other countries reached thelle¥alevelopment that
America had reached in, say, 1955. Yet, in factcairse, even people
who wrote about the economy in the 1950s did sgelgrin terms of
culture — no-one could think about the Americannerny without also
thinking about what people watched on their newvision sets or even
what their teenagers did on the backseats of fagier’s cars. This, in
turn, means that the “fifties” never had a fixeduea Most obviously, the
fifties was defined in contrast to the decade thecseded it. LSD,
Vietham and Jim Morrison were the things that mdde 50s seem
“innocent”. However, even the sense that innocemsls to be defended
or celebrated hints at a certain kind of knowingné&sjually, the fact that
the 1950s is so tied up with particular kinds oftwal icons means that
those icons have often been manipulated in latersyén ways that
changed their meanings.

Nothing epitomizes this possibility for changed megs more than
that supreme symbol of 1950s America: Disneylarie Disney company
had been founded in 1923 but it expanded quicklyrahe Second World
War and Disneyland was founded in California in 99B®isney was
closely associated with American triumphalism. WBlisney was a
founder member of the Motion Picture Alliance ftwetPreservation of
American ldeals and appeared as a friendly witire$sont of the House
Committee on UnAmerican Activities (Barrier 200802; visiting foreign
dignitaries were often brought to Disneyland. HoareDisney is a global
brand that has survived beyond the 1950s and erpaitslempire beyond
the United States. In 1990, it established Euragissutside Paris. One of
the funniest moments in Mazarine Pingeot's autaotaiphical novel
Bouche Cousué2005) concerns the moment when Francois Mitterran
the epitome of an “old European” world of high cué, Realpolitik and
self-conscious dignity (he had once refused to rReetald Reagan on the
grounds that he was “rereading Lamartine”) — waswrsoned by ex-
president George Bush senior (then visiting Eureitie his grandchildren)
to have lunch at the restaurant in Eurodisney.

The American “myths” springing from the 1950s wewa, however,
always as clear-cut as they seemed at first glaftoe.very fact that such
myths so often related to the world of entertainmemeant that they
always went with a certain sense of their own iaiéfity, and sometimes
with an inbuilt possibility for irony or double meiags. The most
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important Disney productions were bathed in thensigm of the 1950s,
but Art Spiegelman’s Maus (the cartoon holocaustigar) is obviously a
distant relative of Mickey. Eventually Disney itself developed Pixar
partly to produce cartoon films that treated theehicen dream in a more
distanced and potentially critical fashion.

The potential contradictions of the “knowing innoce” with which
the 1950s are often portrayed are illustrated leyteétevision serieslappy
Days This was aired by ABC from 1974 to 1984 and sea isuburb of
Milwaukee. The music and clothes of the seriestifleit clearly as a
work set in the 1950s, but the action actually safilace from 1955 until
1965 — this is meant to be the “gentle America't teme after Korea and
McCarthy but before Vietnam. The very fact thatvds being presented
for a post-Vietham audience gives the script a kngwyuality: there is a
scene in which a group of boys attend army mediaal$ one of their
fathers expresses the hope that his sons will neases to fight in another
war. The whole series is based on the single rgnjuke that lies in the
fact that the world that it portrays seems so uUnteifiis no accident that
the most durable legacy of the series should bepkinase “jumping the
shark cage”, which is used, especially in the vemnnocent world of
American advertising, to describe a claim thatl@esn pushed so far as to
become implausible.

Where do historians stand in all this? In one setise answer is
nowhere. The whole image of the 1950s is of a dec¢hdt is, in some
way, particularly outside history. This was a setisd developed during
the 1950s itself. Writers in the aftermath of thec&d World War
contrasted the apparent peace and consensus obteiepoch with the
violent disagreement of earlier periods. When DaB&ll wrote The End
of Ideology: On the Exhaustion of Political Ideasthe Fifties(1962) he
explicitly contrasted his own era with the 1930ewis Namier, a protégé
of self-consciously pragmatic politicians such aardtd Macmillan and
Lord Boothby, was very much associated with a geead of ideology —
he famously dismissed statements of political bedie “flapdoodle”. In
1953 Namier wrote:

Some political philosophers complain of a ‘tired’land the absence at
present of argument on general politics in thisntou practical solutions
are sought for concrete problems, while programrapd ideals are
forgotten by both parties. But to me this attitsgems to betoken a greater
national maturity and | can only wish that it mand continue undisturbed
by the workings of political philosophy (Colley 1983).
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Namier might have approved of an unideological imgiself but he did
not approve of it as an object of study for histog and it is notable that,
having written important essays on internationidtiens in the 1930s, he
never sought to study the contemporary period duthre 1950s. The
divide between the study of history and the stuflythe present was
reinforced in the 1950s by the rise of new disoidi. Sociology and
political science were seen as the correct lensesigh which to view
contemporary developments and this meant thatriast® were ever less
prone to look at such things. History often, indesgbmed to define itself
in opposition to sociology and political sciencéeTformer was concerned
with change; the latter with stability. The formgtudied societies that
were, in some way, problematic; the latter studiedeties that were seen
as “mature”. Even the new discipline of “war stgiditted into this
dichotomy. The first British department in this pdt was founded by
Michael Howard at King’s College in the 1950s. Hosvavas a historian,
but drew a distinction between his historical werfocussed on the period
up to 1945 — and his interest in “war studies” éygfocussed on a more
theoretical approach to questions of nuclear detes. Indeed the creation
of a department of War Studies was partly a respoémghe explosion of
the first hydrogen bomb in 1952 (Howard 2006). Tigdrogen bomb was
a supremely non-historical weapon and contrastatiisnrespect with the
atom bomb. The atom bomb had fitted in with Trotskegmark about war
being the “locomotive of history”. It had brought &nd to the Second
World War in Europe and contemplation of its usdaiely had an effect
in Korea. The hydrogen bomb, however, did not lootamlit had no past,
because it had never been used in anger, and ihbadture, because
humanity seemed unlikely to survive its deploymétydrogen bombs
could not be understood through historical analoyey could only be
approached through the abstract world of game yhand contemplation
of mutually assured destruction.

There was a geographical distinction too. Socis@rses were most
applied to case studies in the United States. Eyrbp contrast, was the
setting for everything — from the Renaissance teschwitz — that was
properly the province of the historian. Curioudlyge growing power of
America may actually have contributed to this Eerddsm of historians.
Partly, this was because American history facultiesmselves were still
staffed largely by patrician East Coast Anglo Sartn who were happy
to believe that the study of their own past meéaet study of Europe. It
was also because the needs of the Cold War cragpedticular incentive
for American elites to understand European cosflaftthe recent past (it
is no accident that Henry Kissinger began his careith studies of
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Castlereagh, Metternich and Bismarck), and alsohgps, to keep the
European cultural elite happy. No two men epitomhilee Eurocentrism
of the historical profession better than AJP Taymd Hugh Trevor-
Roper. Taylor never set foot in the United Statad hriskly dismissed
America on the grounds that it had “no food, nohaecture and no
history”. Trevor-Roper visited Harvard in the 199fl¢ disliked the place
and continued to insist that the proper subjechfstorians was European
culture. The irony of both men’s position was ttrair own debates were
partly conducted in the pagesBficounter(Trevor-Roper 1961, 86-96), a
magazine funded by the CIA in order to channel émergies of the
European intelligentsia. There was also a stronges¢hat both men’s
studies stopped in 1945 — with the famous lasteseet of Taylor's
English History, 1914-19450r with Hugh Trevor-Roper's account of
Hitler's suicide (Trevor-Roper 1947). Both men didntemplate taking
their work further. Taylor toyed with writing a bisy of England that
would go up to 1965 and Trevor-Roper talked abaiting about the “last
days of Stalin”. Both men, however, abandoned thedjects. Taylor, at
least, seems to have done so in part because pptysiould not believe
that a world dominated by American power could lpgaper subject for a
historian — indeed he later regretted that he h@dended his history of
England in 1941, on the grounds that the entrymiAca into the Second
World War marked the real end of English history.

The 1960s changed the historical profession. Itaedpd quickly,
especially in America, it became less Eurocentnid & engaged with
social sciences. Curiously, however, this did nmetak down the barriers
that had prevented the 1950s from being an objesenous study. If
anything, indeed, it probably made the barriersemnanpassable. Partly
this was a matter of generation. The people whagubinto the profession
during the 1960s had been born in the 1940s, apdcisly during the
post-war baby boom. For them, the 1950s lay inral kif blind spot; it
was a safe but dull and featureless landscape vilaat tied up with
memories of their own schooldays. Geoff Eley (biort949) wrote of his
own life, and those of his contemporaries, as: rfjeys through the safe
but dispiriting social and cultural landscapes It tong postwar” (Eley
2005, 173). Sheila Rowbotham (born in 1943) endsustobiographical
account of constrained provincial upbringing witlr meeting a young
man in a leather jacket who amuses her with anchigtic comment: “At
least there were a few discerning spirits in YonesHt was 1960” (Heron,
1985, 210).

There was also a sense in which the most excitavgldpments of the
1960s tended to take historians away from the copéeary period
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altogether. The most prestigious journals in theldvevere the French
Annales(founded in 1929) and the Britighast and Presenffounded in
1952). Both had, at first, been designed to bléndysof the distant past
with that of more recent events and, indeed, withgresent. However, by
the 1960s, both journals were strongly identifiethwwork on the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries — indeed,of@shie Marxists who
wanted to explain the “Origins of the Present Gfisn the Britain in the
mid 1960s went back to the English Civil War (PeAmderson 1964).
There may have been a specific institutional redgpthis reticence about
the recent pasPast and Preserttad been heavily affected by the split in
the British Communist party that followed the Saéwerasion of Hungary;
Annaleshad been heavily affected by the Vichy regime #red German
occupation. Looking away from the recent past wasag of avoiding
both these issues. In addition to this, the mogntant of the influences
from the social sciences that affected history c&om anthropology and,
since anthropology seemed particularly suited ¢éouhderstanding of pre-
industrial societies, it lent further impetus tee tetudy of early modern
history. Peter Burke has argued, both with refezetoc himself and to
Keith Thomas, that postings to non-European coestduring National
Service in the 1950s encouraged some British ligsterin the 1960s to
engage with anthropological approaches to earlyemodocieties (Burke,
Harrison and Slack 2000, 1-30). It never, howeseems to have occurred
to Burke or Thomas that there might be interestimgk to be done on
their own fellow conscripts or on the circumstantkat caused such
people to be sent to Malaya and the West Indid¢isdriirst place.

During the mid 1960s it sometimes seemed as thdahghstudy of
history had come to revolve around a sharp dichgtd@m the one hand
stood the study of the recent past (epitomizedHayfoundation of the
Journal of Contemporary Historin 1966). This was taken to mean in
large measure the study of the two world wars &edvarious forms of
inter-war crisis. It tended to revolve around ratbenventional questions
of diplomacy and politics and it tended, partly éese historians of the
recent past were keen to distinguish themselves froere journalists”, to
revolve around intense attention to particular doents. On the other
hand stood the more glamorous world of AmnalesandPast and Present
— a world associated with a more sweeping appraeadonger runs of
history and with an interest in certain kinds cédtetical approaches. The
famous, or notorious, general article about histpaplished by Keith
Thomas in 1966 was notable for its defence of breaeoretical
approaches and for its disdain for fetishism ofahghives but it was also
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notable for the implicit attack on historians oétrecent past — the main
target for Thomas was AJP Taylor (Thomas 1966).

There were some straightforward reasons why cordesmy historians
tended to stay stuck on the pre 1945 period. Fae darge numbers of
historians who became influential in post-war Arcayithe Second World
War and Nazism represented the sharpest imagitmbbk in European
history because, as Germans Jews, they had leftpEun the 1930s —
sometimes coming back with the American army in 519Not
surprisingly, such historians were often interestedGermany before
1933, the world in which they had grown up, anewftelt compelled to
work on Germany between 1933 and 1945. Post-wam@ey (post-war
Europe in general) held less interest for them soche seem to have
regarded the Germany of the 1950s (when people elibbeen adults
under Nazism were beginning to enjoy the fruiteednomic growth) with
active distaste (Gay 1999).

The sheer availability of documents was anothesawedor the focus
on the period before 1945. The defeat of Nazi Geymgpened up the
archives of the Third Reich but also opened upattohive of the Soviet
Communist party in Smolensk, which the Germans baptured and
which provided much material for Sovietologistsiflsad 1958), and the
German archives on which Robert Paxton based hidiest of Vichy
France (Paxton 1972). The archives of the victaripowers were also
opened, albeit in a more controlled and limited wayofficial historians.
Indeed writing official histories of the Second Wbiwar was itself a
major industry for quite a time — one that was gaiémploy a quarter of
all professional historians in America in 1945. hbel Howard (1974),
WN Medlicott (1952) and MRD Foot (1984) all spentich of their time
writing official histories. AJP Taylor was a kind anti-official historian —
he drew much of his information from published iy documents that
were edited by his more establishment-minded cgllea — though he
usually drew conclusions from them that were thpasjte of those that
suited the authorities.

More generally, historians during the Second Wowéar often
provided government departments with advice. Whilieanger of Harvard
recruited American academics to the research aatysis section of the
Office of Strategic Services. Leonard Krieger lateote that the veterans
of the OSS were “the one identifiable cohesive gramong the American
historians of today” (Novick 1998, 302). Hugh TrexRoper worked for
British intelligence — work that provided him withe basis for hid.ast
Days of Hitler(1947).



