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m e  Cult of the ‘American Consensus”’ by John 
Higham (Commentaty, February) is an extended 
consideration of the “new look” in American histori- 
cal scholarship. In  the work of contemporary his- 
torians, notably Daniel J. Boorstin, the author finds 
an interpretation of the American past which differs 
significantly from the older generation of Turner, 
Beard and Parrington. The earlier view of American 
history as a story of cleavage and conflict (“East vs. 
West; . . . farmers vs. businessmen; . . . city vs. 
country; property rights vs. human rights; Hamilton- 
ianism vs. Jeffersonianism”) has given way to a 
monistic image of stability, continuity and flow: “In- 
stead of two traditions or sections or classes deployed 
against one another all along the line of national 
development, we are told that America in the largest 
sense has had one un8ed culture. Classes have turned 
into myth’s, sections have lost their solidarity, ideol- 
ogies have vaporized into climates of opinion. The 
phrase ‘the American experience’ has become an in- 
cantation.’’ 

uconsensus’’ has further ramifica- 
tions. The perennial issue of our neglect of theory for 
practice in the realm of politics has received new 
emphasis, according to Professor Higham; in Boor- 
stin’s assertion that the supposed intellectual defi- 
ciencies of the American tradition were in reality 
proofs of practica! virtue and social vigor, he cites 
evidence of a new conservatism in historiography as 
opposed to the older progressive approach. It is a 
conservatism that evokes the pragmatic faith of James 
and Dewey with the difference that the old belief in 
ideas as “precious tools for attaining practical endsm 
is abandoned. “For Boorstin . . . thought does not 
guide behavior; behavior defines thought or makes it 
unnecessary . . .” 

This ‘larcenous seizure of pragmatic attitudes for 
the sake of a conservative historiography” has come 
about, in Professor Higham’s opinion, through the 
attempt, over the past ten years, of historians (Kirk 
and Rossiter as well as Boorstin) to mount a tradi- 
tion of conservative thought to compete with that of 
the liberals. But the competition was seen to lack 
ideological content, and the new view of history, 
“instead of upholding the role of the right in America, 
. . . merges the left with the right. It argues that 
America has ordinarily fused a conservative temper 
with a liberal state of mind. It displays, therefore, 
the homogeneity and the continuity of American cul- 
ture.” 

The concept of 
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Richard Lowenthal’s report on Berlin, “The Cross- 
roads,” which appears in the February issue of En- 
counter, probes the motives behind the Soviets’ new 

post-Stdin policy of “crisis creation,” and suggests 
some counter-moves for the West that would be more 
effective than its present diplomatic and military in- 

’sistence on “stability” and “status quo.” Mr. Lowen- 
thal writes: “Khrushchev’s reviGal of the Cold War is 
the continuation of co-existence diplomacy by differ- 
ent means. He uses military threats not because he 
wishes to resume military expansion in the heart of 
Europe-a lunatic policy, the risks of which he fully 
appreciates-but because he wants to lift the double 
mortgage of Western political nonacceptance [of 
East Germany] and of the ring of Western military 
bases from the conquests Stalin bequeathed to his 
heirs.” 1 

Western response has been “negative and incon- 
sistent . . . Mr. Khrushchev has challenged the West 
either to preach what it practices or to practice what 
it preaches.” But, while our policy must broaden to 
meet every possibility-including that of a blockade 
-we must beware of negotiating along the lines 
which Khrushchev has used to define the “Berlin 
question.” “By focusing attention on the status of 
Berlin, Mr. Khrushchev is seeking to build up the 
suggestion that the position of this city is the ong 
anomaly that requires a solution in the interest of 
peace. The moment we accept this suggestion, the 
moment we agree to negotiate a separate new soh-  
tion for Berlin, we take the wrong turning at the 
political crossroads-the turning that leads to perma- 
nent acceptance of the status quo of German and 
European partition, and hence to a major and pos- 
sibly decisive defeat for the West.” 
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The February 7 issue of the Saturdug Reuiew car- 
ries an article by .Adhi Stevenson on the moral chal- 
lenge before the West today. 

I t  is Mr. Stevenson’s belief that “‘the quality of our 
moral response has become the decisive issue in 
politics,” for the reason that “most of the major 
problems of our day present themselves in moral 
terms, and are probably insoluble without some stir- 

’ ring of generosity, some measure of vision.” Among 
these problems: the existence of poverty within our 
own borders and without; the rights and status of 
colored peoples and their susceptibility to Commu- 
nist ideals of “brotherhood.” The task that these chal- . 

. lenges impose upon us requires that we assume a 
responsibility which extends beyond the realm of per- 
sonal morality. “For no democratic system can sur- 
vive without at least a large and active leaven of 
citizens in whom dedication and selfiessness are not 
confined to private life, but are the fundamental prin- 
ciples of their activity in the public sthere.” 
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