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Reflections on Americanism

Gary Gerstle, University of Maryland

Charles Williams’s essay on the nature of progressive
Americanism takes me back to where my quest to un-
derstand this phenomenon began: the labor move-
ment of the 1930s. The broad nature and intensity of
working-class rebellion and mobilization during the
Depression decade once led the historian Irving
Bernstein to label this period, the “Turbulent Years.”
I was part of a group of self-described “new labor his-
torians” that set out to penetrate the mysteries of this
movement and especially the consciousness of the
workers who participated in it. Most of us undertook
community or single industry studies, out of the con-
viction that the kind of in-depth investigations that
such focused work allowed would yield fully realized
portraits of working-class insurgencies and of the
workplaces and communities out of which they
emerged. I chose to explore a New England textile
city while others opted to work on transit workers in
New York City, dockworkers in West Coast port cities,
electrical workers in Pittsburgh and Schenectady,
teamsters in Minneapolis, and a broad range of in-
dustrial workers in Chicago.! All of us, however, had
one eye on the automobile industry in Detroit and its
environs, for this industry had produced what be-
came, arguably, the most successful, innovative, and
progressive CIO union, the United Automobile Work-
ers (UAW).

Paralleling a declaration made by 1950s General
Motors president Charles Wilson, that the fate of his
corporation and of the American nation were inex-
tricably linked, we had come to believe, somewhat
more modestly, that the UAW and the progressive la-
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bor movement were similarly tied: as the UAW went,
in other words, so went the CIO.? If a language of
Americanism offered U.S. workers of the 1930s and
1940s the materials out of which to fashion a class
consciousness, then this language had to be opera-
tive among the autoworkers of the UAW. Charles
Williams, it seems to me, brings a similar sensibility to
his work on the UAW; and one of the contributions
of his fine essay is to show how deeply UAW members
in Michigan made the rhetoric and symbols of Amer-
icanism central to their insurgency.

It is useful to recall that, twenty years ago, most
scholars and students of the 1930s dismissed the idea
that Americanism could have embodied any kind of
class consciousness at all. Few had even thought this
to be a subject worthy of study. Those who did had
concluded that Americanism was either too shallow a
political language to sustain a true insurgency or that,
at bottom, it helped to habituate workers to capitalist
regimens. Some criticized Americanism for promot-
ing pieties about the Founding Fathers that did little
more than to give individuals comfort in a time of
economic distress; others argued that it embodied
the hegemonic ideology that Antonio Gramsci had
identified as “Fordism”: the achievement of consen-
sual capitalism through programs of high wages and
consumption. Still others thought that the most sus-
tained attempts to join patriotism and class revolt
came from the ranks of communists, who were disin-
genuously using this language to promote their par-
ty’s interests and power (as in their slogan, “Commu-
nism is Twentieth-Century Americanism”). To the
extent to which radical potential resided in the Amer-
ican labor movement in the 1930s, these scholars ar-
gued, it was most robust in the early 1930s, before the
Communist Party’s Popular (and patriotic) Front
emerged, before the New Deal had enlisted working-
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class support, and before nationalist imagery had
fastened its vise on the labor movement. For them,
nationalism was the coffin of working class con-
sciousness.?

In our post-communist age, we can now see how
much this critique rested on a certain kind of Old
Left experience and orthodoxy. The experience in
question occurred between the 1880s and 1930s,
when conservatives in industrializing Europe and
America turned to nationalist ideologies to undercut
the support for socialism and then communism
among their countries’ workers. In the United States
in 1919, for example, conservatives sought to make
the embrace of Americanism synonymous with the
denunciation of Bolshevism. The same forces were at
work in Germany, Italy, and a variety of other Euro-
pean countries where the left was strong. The left or-
thodoxy that emerged from this experience stipulat-
ed that socialism and nationalism were sworn
enemies, locked in mortal combat. The advance of
one weakened the other, and vice versa.* It is easy to
understand how this belief became an article of faith
among radicals who lived through the era of Nazism
and Fascism, and saw how those ideologies unleashed
murderous nationalisms that destroyed leftwing
movements and much more wherever they gained
power. Itis easy to understand, too, how this deep dis-
trust of nationalism lingered on the Left, carrying it-
self over from the Old Left to the New, and influenc-
ing generations of scholarship on working-class
insurgency.

However, this orthodoxy, like most, had its limita-
tions. In this case, it prevented scholars from taking a
longer view of the relationship between nationalism
and struggles for working-class emancipation. If, in
the early twentieth century, radicalism and national-
ism had been enemies, in the late eighteenth and ear-
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ly nineteenth centuries, they had been friends. Un-
conventional communist scholars in Great Britain
were among the first to notice this. E.P. Thompson,
for example, wrote in his 1963 book, The Making of the
English Working Class, about how “the rights of free-
born Englishmen” provided the ideological soil in
which working-class consciousness in early nine-
teenth century England would grow. Eric Hobsbawm
overcame his deep personal hatred for twentieth-cen-
tury European nationalisms to write eloquently about
how the greatest struggle of plebeian emancipation,
the French Revolution, had joined the class radical-
ism of the sans-culottes to the desire of the French peo-
ple to be free and self-governing. Everywhere in the
eighteenth and nineteenth century, he noted, demo-
cratic revolutions took popular national forms. The
peoples who wanted to free themselves from domes-
tic or foreign despots always almost defined them-
selves by nationality. So, too, did mid-twentieth-cen-
tury counterparts in Asia, Africa, and Latin America,
who framed their struggles in terms of “national lib-
eration.” Struggles for working-class emancipation,
Hobsbawm conceded, were part of this larger strug-
gle for national-democratic rights.’

In the United States, a similar argument emerged
regarding the first hundred years of industrialization,
from the 1780s to the 1880s. Eric Foner, Sean Wilentz,
Leon Fink, and others demonstrated how a labor vari-
ant of republican ideology fueled critiques of capital-
ist social relations and animated working-class resis-
tance. Workers in the 1930s who used Americanist
language to invigorate working-class protest be-
longed to this longer national-democratic tradition
spanning centuries and continents. And, as scholars
such as Michael Denning, Lary May, Lewis Erenberg,
and David Stowe have now shown, “progressive Amer-
icanism” in the 1930s extended well beyond the work-
place and the labor movement and into the era’s cul-
ture — into its literature, movies, music, song, drama,
and painting. Michael Denning has exhaustively
demonstrated how much patriotic imagery suffused
a “cultural front” that accompanied the rise of the
CIO. The centrality of Americanism to working-class
protest and popular culture during the 1930s, in oth-
er words, is now a well-established historical phe-
nomenon, the culmination of twenty years of schol-
arship.®
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A key question that this literature has not yet re-
solved, however, is that of race. How did working-class
Americanism in the 1930s address the racial divide in
American society? Did it use the ideals of the Decla-
ration of Independence to forward the goal of racial
equality, by bringing black and white workers togeth-
er as equals in unions, by attacking white supremacy
in the South, and by opening opportunities for black
artists and performers in elite and popular culture?
Or did it nourish a discourse on the superiority of
white people, using Americanism as a codeword for
whiteness, Europeanness, or racial purity, as it had of-
ten been used in the past, and thus, either explicitly
or invidiously, reinforcing attitudes about black mar-
ginality and inferiority? Three distinct interpreta-
tions have emerged to address this issue. The first,
most eloquently put forward by Denning and May,
celebrates the cultural front for its egalitarianism and
pluralism: those associated with the CIO, they argue,
made racial equality a prime feature of their cultural
politics, and imagined the original “rainbow coali-
tion”: an America in which a variety of ethnic and
racial groups united to advance a working-class social
agenda and simultaneously gain the freedom from
WASP tyranny to nourish their particular ethnocul-
tures — Jewish, Catholic, black, and regional. The
brake on the cultural front’s egalitarian energies
came not from anything internal to it, but from ex-
ternal conservative forces that worked hard to shore
up embattled class, racial, and ethnic hierarchies.

The second interpretation emerges in Matthew
Frye Jacobson’s Whiteness of a Different Color. Although
Jacobson does not directly focus on labor questions,
he illuminates them through his study of culture and
politics. For Jacobson, racial exclusion was constitu-
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tive of republicanism from its eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century inception through the first half of the
twentieth century. The architects of republicanism,
Jacobson argues, worried that significant numbers of
Americans could not handle the responsibilities that
citizenship and popular sovereignty placed on them.
Citizens had to be independent (economically and
intellectually), virtuous, and capable of restraining
their passions. If individuals, or whole groups, could
be shown to be chronically deficient in their inde-
pendence and virtue and too indulgent of their pas-
sions, then the nation’s sovereign institutions, speak-
ing for the “people,” could legitimately exclude them
from the rights of citizenship. Nineteenth-century
legislatures imposed these exclusions on a variety of
groups, including women, Indians, Catholics, and
Asians. But the deepest and longest lasting exclusion
arose in connection to African Americans, whose en-
slavement was thought by many whites to have disfig-
ured permanently their suitability for citizenship.
Thus, republicanism, in Jacobson’s view, came to be
inextricably linked with one race — the white race —
and this link survived even the greatest social up-
heavals in American history: Emancipation, Recon-
struction, Populism, and the rise of the CIO. Al-
though the forms of white supremacy periodically
reconfigured themselves in response to demograph-
ic changes and movements for political reform, the
essential relationship between whiteness and republi-
canism and, later, between whiteness and liberalism,
endured. Thus, when Jacobson examines literature
and film in the 1930s and 1940s, he finds the moves
toward racial egalitarianism to be mere feints, and
judges the subtle reinscribing of racism into the arti-
facts of progressive culture to be the far more impor-
tant development.”

The third interpretation, one I associate with my
book, American Crucible, and with Rogers Smith’s
work, Civic Ideals, occupies a middle ground between
the first two. It breaks American nationalism into
multiple traditions, in my case two: one civic and one
racial. It locates an emancipatory impulse in the for-
mer, and argues that, in the 1930s, workers were able
to use it to advance their social democratic agendas.
In addition, it locates in the second tradition an aspi-
ration to define America by blood, skin color, and an
inherited fitness for self-government. This racial na-
tionalism, I argue, also resided in 1930s politics and
culture, not just among those who opposed the labor
movement but also within the ranks of unionists, New
Dealers, and radicals themselves. American Crucible
shows how such contradictory ideologies coexisted in
the same movements and often in the minds of the
same individuals, and thus it portrays working-class
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organizations of the 1930s (and their allies) both ad-
vancing and stymieing the cause of racial equality.®

Broadly speaking, the interpretive ground that
Williams has chosen to occupy resembles my own
more than that of Denning and Jacobson. His dis-
tance from Denning is great: Williams simply does
not find in his careful examination of UAW rhetoric
the deep and unopposed commitment to racial egal-
itarianism and cultural pluralism that Denning finds
in his cultural front. Williams may be somewhat more
proximate in his beliefs to Jacobson than he is to Den-
ning, but he does not seem eager to embrace the lat-
ter’s insistence that republicanism and liberalism are
inextricably bound up with the maintenance of racial
hierarchy. He not only accepts my argument that
American nationalism comprises separate traditions,
one civic and the other racial, but also finds multiple
instances where the civic tradition operated in the in-
surgent, egalitarian manner that I describe in Ameri-
can Crucible. Williams, in other words, seems to have
migrated to the complicated middle ground in which
I have chosen to reside, and I welcome him to this
new land. It can often be a messy place to work and
live, for it forces one to deal with chronic inconsis-
tency and contradiction in the ideologies Americans
have used to describe national, cultural, and political
aspirations. It does provide, however, a superior van-
tage point from which to study the phenomena that
concern us both.

That is not to say we agree on everything. Williams
criticizes me for underestimating or ignoring the way
in which the language of civic nationalism itself could
be used to maintain racial hierarchies among work-
ing-class Detroiters and unionists in the 1940s and
1950s. Indeed, he emphasizes how the supposedly
race-neutral terms of civic nationalism permitted
white working-class segregationists in Detroit to push
for the exclusion of blacks from the Sojourner Truth
Housing Project in 1942 and allowed white UAW
leaders to limit the influence of black unionists in the
postwar UAW. Williams’s analysis of the Sojourner
Truth battle is the weaker of his two cases: while there
were some instances in which white segregationists
turned to civic nationalism to make their case for lim-
iting the number of blacks who could move into the
housing project, their investment in racial national-
ism, by Williams’s own telling, remained large. In-
deed, I would argue that Williams’s handling of these
1940s Detroit segregationists closely resembles my
own treatment, in American Crucible, of Martin Dies
and other 1930s southern conservatives who loathed
the New Deal. Dies, I show, attempted to construct his
conservatism out of the “race-neutral terms of civic
nationalism itself” but was “so deeply steeped . .. in
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racialized notions of American nationhood that he
could not break free of their influence.” This seems
as fitting description of Williams’s Sojourner Truth
segregationists as of the Texas congressman himself.

Williams’s stronger case analyzes the way in which
the UAW’s Reutherite leadership used civic national-
ist terms to undermine African-American efforts to
gain a black seat on the union’s International Execu-
tive Board (IEB) in the 1940s and 1950s. This effort
was part of a larger campaign by black workers to
compel the UAW to recognize the way in which race
had shaped (and deformed) black-white relations in
automobile plants, union affairs, and Detroit politics.
The Reutherite leadership, however, adamantly re-
fused to approve the black demand for representa-
tion, couching its opposition in race-neutral, civic na-
tionalist, language: the union way, like the American
way, the Reutherites insisted, was to treat all groups
the same, which meant special privileges for none. In-
deed, creating a black seat on the IEB board, they ar-
gued, would, on the one hand, simply duplicate the
dreaded practices of Jim Crow (by singling out blacks
for special treatment) and, on the other, lead to
balkanization of the union, as each union group —
Catholics, Jews, Poles, and so on — would demand its
own seat at the table.

The particulars of this struggle need not detain us
here: what matters is Williams’s larger claim about
how liberals and progressives — even those such as
Walter Reuther who built a national reputation as an
advocate for civil rights — used a civic language of
equality and fairness to mask (and thus to reproduce)
structural inequalities in the distribution of power
and opportunities between blacks and whites. This is
not a new argument, as Williams’s references to
Michael Omi’s and Howard Winant’s work on racial
formations makes clear.'® However, Williams’s itera-
tion of it is fresh and powerful, and one of the first to
critique civic nationalism (as opposed to liberalism)
in this way.

I have long been attracted to arguments that dis-
tinguish between the formal principles of ideologies
(“equality,” “fairness”) and the actual way in which
they shape social practice. Indeed, anyone who has
studied U.S. labor history has had to reckon with the
ways in which legal liberalism has periodically en-
dorsed an economic and political “reality” that every-
one knew to be fictive: namely, that a powerful cor-
poration is an individual whose rights and interests
are fundamentally indistinguishable from those of a
individual wage-earner. In such ways did the Ameri-
can legal system rationalize the substantive inequali-
ty generated by capitalism as a legitimate expression
of the formal equality called for by American law.

9. Gerstle, American Crucible, 160.
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One of the achievements of working-class activists in
the 1930s — and one that I document in Working Class
Americanism — was to expose this “formal equality” as
a myth and to demand that workplaces be reorga-
nized on principles that were genuinely democratic.
For close to a decade, these activists and their unions
enjoyed impressive success, until the combined force
of war-induced demands for conformity and an em-
ployer counteroffensive restored capitalist preroga-
tives in law and in the workplace. At that point, the
openness of Americanism to anticapitalist sentiments
declined, an argument I reiterate in American Crucible,
when I show how the Cold War constrained civic na-
tionalism’s capaciousness, making it less useful to
those who wanted to fashion from it a radical dis-
course.!!

Given my inclination to take seriously arguments
about the discrepancy between an ideology’s “for-
mal” and “real” properties, I can accept Williams’s
claim that civic nationalism can generate similar fic-
tions about freedom and equality in regard to race re-
lations; indeed, American Crucible, as Williams notes,
lays the groundwork for such a position. Certainly,
the way in which conservatives today are attempting
to roll back civil rights advances, by couching their
opposition in race-neutral civic nationalist terms,
provides yet another example of this phenomenon.
However, Williams’s and my area of agreement or dis-
agreement will be larger or smaller depending on the
position that Williams takes in regard to a key ques-
tion: does he believe that civic nationalism necessarily

11. During World War II and after, employers and their gov-
ernment allies embraced a version of Americanism, “industrial plu-
ralism,” that endowed corporations with the “same” rights that
workers had achieved in the 1930s and thereby restored a balance
of power that (in their eyes) had tilted dangerously in an anticap-
italist direction. By the 1950s, the industrial pluralists had won
their struggle, and their philosophy governed the way in which the
National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) regulated labor-capital
from that time through the 1970s. Gerstle, Working-Class American-
ism, 278-330. See, also, Gerstle, American Crucible, 238—280, pas-
sim.
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reproduces racial inequality? Or, to put it another
way, did the postwar UAW leadership’s stifling of
black union voices result inevitably from its embrace
of Americanism? Based on the overall thrust of his ar-
ticle, I think Williams would answer both questions in
the negative. Yet, the final section of his paper, a sec-
tion in which Omi and Winant loom increasingly
large, and Black Power’s wholesale rejection of Amer-
icanism comes into view, gives me pause. In these last
few pages, Williams increasingly equates civic nation-
alism with a New Deal liberalism that had not
changed since the 1930s and that had consistently re-
fused to confront America’s racial inequalities. In
portraying civic nationalism in such terms, Williams
seems to move closer to the Jacobson perspective,
treating the preservation and reproduction of racism
as an essential part of the work that civic nationalism /
liberalism does.

I would urge Williams to resist the temptation to
embrace this kind of essentialism. If civic nationalism
sometimes could be used to support racist ideologies,
it also proved indispensable to the egalitarian strug-
gles of those seeking to eliminate racism from Amer-
ican life. The struggle for racial equality has never
been easy. The egalitarian legacy of the Revolution
could be turned against the goal of black freedom, as
Williams and others have demonstrated. And, be-
yond that, a robust and ugly tradition of racial na-
tionalism, whose twentieth-century work American
Crucible documents, could be mobilized to put blacks
and other racially suspect groups in their place. How-
ever, to treat America’s national-democratic inheri-
tance simply as a mechanism of racial subordination
is to make it impossible to comprehend the history of
freedom struggles in the United States and, more
specifically, the efforts by African Americans to make
themselves free and equal citizens of the American re-
public. We should resist the temptation, in other
words, to resurrect a variant of the early twentieth
century Left orthodoxy that regarded national-dem-
ocratic revolutions and ideologies as inimical to sub-
altern emancipation.
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