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Abstract 

In American society, the collective memory of the American past has historically been 

characterized by consensus, intended to support social stability.  However, from 1939 to 1945, 

this pattern breaks off as the past is politicized –becoming the beacon of democracy against the 

totalitarian regimes characterized by the Axis powers during World War II.  Newspaper articles 

for the New Year, cultural events such as children’s literature, plays, and memorials, as well as 

academic work all reexamine the American past, and the American Revolution in particular, 

drawing distinct connections between the two eras.  This use of the past supported democracy in 

the face of oppressive regimes, and signaled a desire to encourage democratic traditions 

throughout the world.  The imagery and characters of the Revolution colored the cultural 

dialogue of the World War II era in the United States, changing the way Americans considered 

their own past and inherited legacies. 
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Introduction  

In 1776, the Founding Fathers of the United States signed the Declaration of 

Independence -a document declaring, not only the sovereignty of the United States of America, 

no longer British colonies, but also declaring a certain vision of humanity.  Many historians since 

that time have graciously recounted, revisited, and examined the events which led to the creation 

of the United States of America.  Yet, how that event has been remembered, forgotten, or kept 

alive by its inheritors has been examined less frequently.   Its role during the American Civil War 

of the nineteenth century has received generous attention, perhaps because the roots of that 

conflict began even before the Revolution itself.  American memory, more generally speaking 

was studied extensively by historian Michael Kammen, who consolidated and reflected on his 

large body of research, in his Mystic Chords of Memory.
1
  From a historiographical perspective, 

his narrative of understanding the American past, provides a useful guide to understanding the 

continuing role of the American Revolution and its memory in society.  In  Mystic Chords of 

Memory, Kammen was particularly interested in the tension between tradition and democracy.  

He argued that Americans have attempted to allow these notions to coexist in American life, 

though they are seemingly at odds -an evident paradox found in the oft-used phrase “tradition of 

progress.”  Kammen tracked this process of American memory and the “Transformation of 

Tradition in American Culture” (his sub-title) from the Reconstruction era to the end of the Cold 

War.   In this project, I have examined in-depth the memory of the American Revolution during 

World War II.  Kammen gave this time period, the larger part of a decade, a relatively small 

amount of space in his work, yet he still managed to make some crucial insights which point to 

the significance of a more in-depth approach to this topic.  About culture in this time period, 

                                                
1
 Kammen, Michael. Mystic Chords of Memory. New York: Vintage Books, 1993. 
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Kammen wrote, “By politicizing the American past, what Forbes, Kingsley, Boyd, and many 

others did between 1940 and 1945 basically stands as an aberration, a relatively brief deviation 

from the norm in a liberal society based upon consensus intended to assure stability.”
2
  What 

does it mean to “politicize the past?”   In times of peace, but especially in the 1920s and 1930s, 

the American past was an equalizing place of consensus -whereby the past was more like a 

source of entertainment than a source for life lessons.  From 1939 to 1945, how was the memory 

of the American Revolution harnessed as war effort?  How did Americans connect the 

Revolution to their own lives and to their world?  To examine these questions more fully, I have 

examined three sets of primary sources -newspapers, specifically articles written for the New 

Year, cultural events (books, plays, memorials), and academic writings.  From the vast resources 

of the era’s major newspaper, I specifically examined articles written for the New Year.  This 

was a strategic move on two counts.  Firstly, this allowed me to limit the scope of my sources.  

Secondly, the “New Year’s perspective” is a sort of microcosm of this memory project.  It both 

reflects on the passing year and looks to future, often documenting hopes and fears that resided 

in past, present, and future.  The cultural events I examined were ones that dealt with American 

Revolution, and ones that were at least somewhat major in their presence.  Two of these events 

are still relevant today -The Jefferson Memorial and Esther Forbes’ Johnny Tremain, while the 

other, Sidney Kingsley’s play, The Patriots, is relatively unknown today, but was critically-

acclaimed when it was released during World War II.  Lastly, I examined the academic literature 

that was published during the War.  Most were academic works by scholars simply doing their 

work honestly.  Yet, from these, I examined works that reflected a certain modern consciousness, 

inspired by the events of War.     During World War II, the American past, and especially the 

American Revolution, was used as a battle cry against the oppressive forces of the Axis powers.  

                                                
2
 Kammen, 509. 
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By emphasizing the ideals of the Revolution - the light of democracy, liberty, and an American 

fighting spirit -the American past became a source for legitimizing the fight against fascism and 

dictatorship.  Even prior to American involvement, the fight of World War II was one between 

two polarized political philosophies, freedom-loving democracy, best found in the United States 

and oppressive totalitarian dictatorship, seen in both fascism and communism, but especially 

fascism (given the eventual partnership between the communist Soviet Union and the allied 

democracies). 

  

The New Year and the New Fight for Democracy 

 

“O ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose, not only the tyranny, but 

the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression. 

Freedom hath been hunted round the globe. Asia, and Africa, 

have long expelled her.?Europe regards her like a stranger, and England 

hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in 

time an asylum for mankind.”  

-Thomas Paine 

  

         1938 was a year of high tension in the United States.  While still under the effects of the 

Great Depression at home, the United States watched anxiously while the tensions in Europe 

reached several boiling points as Hitler took over both Austria and the Sudetenland of 

Czechoslovakia.   As another year approached, the uncertainty abroad inspired increased zeal for 

defending the American way of life.  Many already considered the United States engaged in a 

battle of ideas –American democracy on the one hand and the oppressive and barbaric 

totalitarianism of Fascism and Communism on the other.  This battle of ideas employed the 

American past as a source for political superiority marked by the goodness and respect for 

human life found within the democratic tradition.  This politicized version of American history 

and culture materialized in 1939; Michael Kammen reflected that “1939 seems to have marked a 

clear turning point in the history of American culture as well as international affairs, and their 
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transformations were quite clearly connected.”
3
  Various universities began offering American 

Studies classes.   Museums like the famous Metropolitan Museum of Art displayed exhibits 

about life in America.  Frank Capra released the ultra-patriotic “Mr. Smith Goes to 

Washington.”
4
  As the hopes and fears of the nation were increasingly influenced by the state of 

affairs abroad, Americans looked for strength within their own nation’s past.  There, at the start 

of the fight for democracy, Americans found solace in the memories of Revolutionary zeal.  

Indeed this zeal, needed to be renewed in order to face the present day.  The American 

Revolution became a battle cry, no longer a gathering place for peaceful human interest stories.  

To examine the role of the Revolution in expressing America’s hopes and fears, I have turned to 

pieces published in major newspapers for each New Year’s Day throughout World War II.  As 

the nation looked forward to another year, they provide a telling perspective of American history 

in which American ideals were worth spreading throughout the world, especially in place of 

totalitarian systems abroad.          

Looking at the catalogue of New Year’s reflections, the general hopes and fears of the 

nation echoed the tone of the previous year’s events, while predicting, often quite accurately, 

what the coming year would hold on the battle front.  These articles, very often written by 

renowned historians and journalists, were written in order to resonate with the general public.  

Men such as Henry Steele Commager and Robert Keith Leavitt possessed unique places in the 

public sphere having elite access to politicians and policy-makers, while also being able to reach 

the public using their adept writing skills.   These writers’ abilities to capture the ending year and 

launch into another year, often with remarkable accuracy, can be seen in Robert Keith Leavitt’s 

                                                
3
 Kammen, 509. 

4
 Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. Directed by Frank Capra. Performed by James Stewart. 1939. 
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article for The Los Angeles Times entitled, “This Is the Year.”
5
  Written as 1941 approached, 

Leavitt could not have predicted the exact events that would unfold at Pearl Harbor on December 

7, almost a year later, but he recognized that the United States was at a crucial moment –“There 

is a tension in the air.  This is the Year.  This one Tells.”
6
 He recognized it and created a 

narrative around this palpable tension.  Within this narrative, the American past, especially the 

Revolution, was not just a fun story for tourists or even an example of private convictions, but a 

declaration of freedom and against tyranny for all of humanity. 

On January 1, 1939, The New York Times ran an article entitled “The New Year Puts a 

Challenge To Us: The United States Becomes Proving Ground of the Validity and Strength of 

Democracy.”  Before the war had even began in Europe, this article called for Americans to 

defend their values against those of foreign regimes.  The writer –Henry Steele Commager –was 

a historian, residing at Columbia University at the time.  Commager maintained a strong belief in 

educating the public, arguing that an enlightened public would come to support liberal platforms, 

such as FDR’s New Deal.
7
  As such, he often contributed to newspapers and this article at the 

start of 1939 was no exception.  Henry Steele Commager’s article featured a drawing that nicely 

captured the growing attitude toward the situation in Europe.
8
  The Statue of Liberty was holding 

her torch high, providing a light in the darkness, her back was to the viewer, as though she was 

protecting the viewer from the symbols of totalitarian aggression on the opposite side of the 

sketch.  In the darkness, a sinister-looking eagle or animal of sorts was holding the swastika of 

the Nazis and the hammer and sickle of the Communists.  The caption of the image was a quote 

                                                
 
6
 Leavitt, Robert Keith. “For a Better America This is the Year.” Los Angeles Times, December 29, 1940: 

G2. 
7
 Commager, Henry Steele. “The New Year Puts a Challenge To Us.” The New York Times, January 1, 

1939. 
8
 See Image 1. 
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pulled from the article: “The dawn of a new year finds American democracy neither discouraged 

nor demoralized but self-conscious and even self confident.”
9
  This image, like Commager’s 

article, presented the tense state of world affairs as a battle between the ideals of democracy, the 

United States being its strongest advocate, and the regimes flourishing across the Atlantic that 

provided basic benefits to civilization at the cost of true liberty.   

As people looked forward to 1939, it was with a certain democratic zeal in the face of 

threatening ideals and their regimes.  1938 had been “ominous because it seemed to reveal not 

only a material but a moral inability of the democracies to justify their policies and vindicate 

their ideals.”
10

  Yet Commager acknowledged in America an emerging consciousness of the 

disparity between democracy and totalitarianism and both the need and desire to justify and 

defend democracy.  According to Commager, “the real dangers are ideological, not material,” 

something that would hold true in the United States until 1941, when even the material realities 

and dangers of War would reach North America via Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor.  Commager 

created a dichotomy of two political creeds–freedom-loving democracy on the one hand and the 

offensive “stateism” of fascism and communism on the other.  For him, as for many others, the 

United States was the “testing grounds” of democracy.  Here, he drew a straight line through 

American history, from Thomas Paine’s cries for a happier world and Thomas Jefferson’s belief 

in the “world’s last hope” to Woodrow Wilson’s democratic idealism.  From these men to the 

present, Americans carried the special burden and privilege of democracy and its way of life that 

sought to balance liberty and order –a problem “as old as American history” itself.  The fight of 

1939 was one for which the United States had only to look inward for wisdom and guidance, for 

here was the true home of democracy.  

                                                
9
 Ibid. 

10
 Ibid. 
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         1940 was the start of a new decade, a numerical reality rather than an indication of new 

beginnings.  As The Washington Post brought in the New Year, an article by Barnet Nover 

observed precisely this distinction, while continuing the connection between American history 

and democracy.  Nover began his article on the New Year noting the deceptive nature of time –

“The calendar deceives…these divisions of the mystical entity we call Time are but the 

conventions of the mind, the tools of the marketplace.”
11

  His article, like Commager’s, looked to 

the threats in Europe with a marked tension in which the ideals of America burned brighter in the 

face of a more engulfing darkness –one that even prevented a new decade from properly 

beginning.  Only a couple months before Barnet Nover had participated in a series of discussions 

hosted by the New School for Social Research.  The New School itself was an interesting 

institution, created out of a belief in liberal democracy and its relationship to education -another 

institution interested in the proliferation of American ideals.  In 1933, it created its “University in 

Exile” for academics escaping persecution in Europe.  Thus this conference, entitled, “On the 

State of Journalism” was a continued look into “The way the press is serving us in this time of 

danger.”
12

  Nover’s  article, “A Look Ahead,” ironically looked to more backward than forward -

the first World War had shattered the efforts of the nineteenth -century, which he argued began 

with the American and French Revolutions.  “The year begins in an atmosphere of almost 

unrelieved gloom.  There are only faint lights of hope on man’s horizon.  It may be the darkness 

before the dawn.  Men everywhere are reawakening to their birthright of freedom.  The flame of 

democracy is being rekindled with new-found enthusiasm, not least in our own great land.”  At 

the start of another new year the flame of democracy was lighting a new year.  This was the same 

                                                
11

 Nover, Barnet. “A Look Ahead: As the New Year Begins.” The Washington Post, January 1, 1940: 9. 
12

 The New School for Social Research, Bulletin No. 2. "On the State of Journalism." October 23, 1939.  
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politicized flame that Commager had represented in his article a year before a flame that had 

been lit, perhaps for the first time ever, during the American Revolution.
13

   

 Though by 1941 time did not seem stagnant or unmoving, the imagery of democracy’s 

light continued to sound in the New Year.  In Robert Keith Leavitt’s article “This is the Year,” 

written for the start of 1941, Leavitt argued, “We must make democracy in the United States 

work as it has never worked before in our lifetimes.  We must make the spirit of freedom blaze 

as it has not blazed since the days of the Revolution.”
14

  Why must freedom “blaze”?  Because 

they were “standing at the dawn of this ominous and dark New Year” -made dark by the 

shadows of European dictatorship.  Leavitt proposed a series of New Year Resolutions with 

which “we can turn back for spiritual strength to the early days of America when the love of 

liberty was a great and driving force in the personal lives of all of our ancestors.  This was not 

American history without a political stand, this was American history as a stand for liberty.  

Leavitt was not any more specific about the Revolution than a passing reference to Valley Forge, 

yet the memory of that winter was a source for strength and the rebirth of American values.   

 By the next New Year, America had entered the War.  The American Revolution’s 

presence in the New Year’s rhetoric continued unabated as a political unifier against the Axis 

powers and as the cause of all mankind.  December 7, 1941 was marked the “day that will live in 

infamy” and it was like a reverberation of that long-past “shot heard round the world.”  In so 

many words, this was the connection that Allan Nevins, a professor of History at Columbia 

University, wrote about in his article, “1942 -A Year for the Heroic Mood” published in the New 

York Times.   Again, the American past, and especially the Revolution, was used as a way to gain 

political unity against other political ideologies.  With the mobilization effort entering full swing, 

                                                
13

 Barnet Nover, “A Look Ahead.” The Washington Post. p. 9. 1940. 
14

 Robert Keith Leavitt, “This is the Year.” Los Angeles Times. 1940. 
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heroism was exactly what the doctor ordered, but Nevins cautioned against the “summer soldier 

and sunshine patriot” who never made it through the realest aspects of war - “the dark, painful 

haul of a Valley Forge or the stunning shock of a Fredericksburg.”
15

  Nevins’ politicized use of 

the American past, was not limited to the Revolution,  but also frequently referred to the Civil 

War (such as the reference to Fredericksburg alongside Valley Forge), yet the Revolution was 

the starting point and was referred to as such.   

In his article, Nevins went beyond a message of American political unity to one that 

hoped for world unity.  In his look at liberty as part of the American cause, he wrote that men 

would die in this war “to erect a new and sounder world organization, which can make fresh 

advances toward the preservation of peace, the equalization of economic opportunity and the 

promotion of liberty.”
16

  As Kammen argued, the previous attempts to allow all political 

philosophies were no longer valid in the face of the atrocities of fascism and totalitarianism.
17

  

Nevins, like many others, was thinking toward a new, better League of Nations -an attempt to 

spread foster liberty beyond the American hemisphere.  This wedding of the American political 

tradition to the cause of a new League of Nations was one that continued past the end of the war.  

Through the United Nations, Americans would be able to offer the freedom and opportunity of 

the American Dream to the rest of the world. 

 By 1943, Americans were fully mobilized mentally and physically.  No longer was there 

any question about if Americans would fight or should fight.  The call for an American stand 

against oppression and for freedom had materialized after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor 

and it was louder, stronger, and even more connected to the American roots of the Revolution.    

                                                
15

 Nevins, Allan.  “1942- A Year for the Heroic Mood.” The New York Times, December 28, 1941: SM8. 
16

 Ibid. 
17

 Kammen, 532. 
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This was the year in which “Democracy Sweeps Forward…”
18

  While many of the newspaper 

contributors of this genre were historians or journalists, Donald Culross Peattie was a botanist.  

Yet his rhetoric at the start of the New Year was all about the connections between the past and 

the present.  Peattie wrote, “Today we are fighting the American Revolution, the mighty 

Revolution of Democracy, harder and more desperately than ever.”
19

  Like Nevins, a year earlier, 

Peattie looked forward to the United Nations and its proclamations “ ‘That all men in all lands 

may live out their lives in freedom from want and fear.’ ”
20

  The establishment of the United 

Nations, an event that would be cemented by the Allied victory over the Axis powers, was the 

next step forward in the fight for democracy.  It was a fight in the spirit of “Tom Paine, Tom 

Jefferson, Washington himself:” 

“[T]oday, the same as in 1776, is a time for looking ahead, with courage.  George 

Washington’s rough and bloody way was charted for him by the Declaration of 

Independence.  Lincoln showed this nation where it must go in another great democratic 

document, his Second Inaugural.  Our own way forward has been mapped for us by one 

of the bravest proclamations of all time -the Atlantic Charter, which, perhaps might better 

be called the World Charter.”
21

 

 

The patriots of World War II were fighting the Revolutionary battle that the Founding Fathers 

had fought two hundred years earlier.  This time, the fight for freedom was not one contained to 

American borders or even the American hemisphere, but was one for the whole world.   In the 

worldwide battle of ideas, and now of lives, Americans fought for democracy, the protector of 

freedom and security, neither seeking to sacrifice the other.  The American past was a 

springboard for that battle, a source of “political wisdom” as Commager had described it in 

1939.
22

  This was Donald Culross Peattie’s message for 1943, following the politicized trajectory 

                                                
18

 Peattie, Donald Culross. “Democracy Sweeps Forward.” The Atlant Constitution, January 3, 1943: A2. 
19

 Ibid. 
20

 Ibid. 
21

 Ibid. 
22

 Commager, 1939. 
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of other writers as they considered the World War and its meaning for both America and the rest 

of the world. 

 By the time 1944 came around, greater focus was placed in the present and in the future -

the  battle-cry of the American Revolution, was too subdued to be written into articles for the 

New Year.  In The Washington Post, 1944 was described as “a year of decision.”
23

 This author 

wrote that 1942 was a year of “awakening,” 1943 was a year of “real achievement.”  This was a 

year of continued sacrifice, but still with the promise of success: “[T]here is much hopefulness in 

the year because of the progress already made and because of the certainty that the strength of 

our arms will give us the opportunity to deal with the tasks of reconstruction, world organization, 

and domestic reforms in the democratic tradition.”
24

  Though these hopes for the year were 

largely consistent with those of the previous war years, there was a decidedly more tempered 

tone -one of quiet determination, rather than patriotic zeal.  In the major newspapers of the 

United States, there was no explicit connection to the American Revolution in respect to the New 

Year.  Many of the New Year articles were balance sheets or laundry lists -practical accounts of 

the War and of the economy.  In the Los Angeles Times, an article was published entitled “The 

New Year’s Outlook Darkens for Germany.”
25

  The author, Dr. Polyzoides, did not poetically 

describe the coming victory of Lady Liberty’s light, preferring to note that “[t]he transition from 

1943 to 1944 has taken place with no interruption of our main business at hand, meaning the 

victorious prosecution of our war.”
26

  If Alfred Kazin, the young critic of American literature, 

was right to note in 1942 that “in times of crisis, Americans prefer their history straight and on 

the run,” then perhaps when dealing with very real present and future threats, Americans were 

                                                
23

 “A Year of Decision.” The Washington Post, January 1, 1944: 8. 
24

 Ibid. 
25

 Polyzoides. “The New Year’s Outlook Darkens for Germany.” Los Angeles Times, January 1, 1944. 
26

 Ibid. 
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even more straight-shooting.
27

  After this opening observation, Polyzoides began went through a 

basic analysis of the wartime situation,wasting no time in expressing the ideals which motivated 

the nation to prosecute the War.   

A similar attitude of practical accounting was expressed in preparation for 1945.  The 

New York Times column “The Nation” brought in the New Year with an overview of the 

economic and political situation of the country.  The write briefly praised the American spirit -it 

was not “easily dampened.”
28

  The optimism such an article displayed was like that of a strong 

business ethic -Americans had set out to finish the job successfully -the past was perhaps what 

had lit the flame of American zeal for democracy -now that the war effort was both fully in 

action, the nation did not focus so much on morale as on getting the job done.  It was enough 

motivation to bring home the boys and to reconstruct the post-war world.  Even so, the efforts of 

the previous years had set out the goals which Americans were so set on accomplishing.  It was 

part of an American effort to not dwell on one’s ideals, but to put them into action.  Perhaps this 

is the reason for a drier account of New Year’s hopes and resolutions for 1944 and 1945.   

 Articles written for the New Year during World War II represented the hopes, fears, and 

general attitude of the nation.  Especially in the early years of the War, indeed even before it had 

begun, these articles revealed common references to the American past, especially the American 

Revolution.  These references were explicitly political stances for American values in the world.  

In particular, these articles emphasized the democratic tradition, which supported the freedom of 

individuals, and defamed the totalitarian regimes present in other parts of the world, especially 

Europe.  These articles equated the battles that the American Founding Fathers had fought (both 

ideologically and literally) to the battles that Americans were facing during World War II.  The 

                                                
27

 Kammen, 512. 
28

 “The Nation.” The New York Times, December 31, 1944. 
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greatest difference between the two distant generations was that the revolutionaries of the 

eighteenth century only won democracy for a single nation, whereas the revolutionaries of World 

War II were determined to win fight for the proliferation of peace and the democratic tradition 

throughout the world -an ideal to be achieved through the new, stronger United Nations.   

 

American Characters for an American Fight  

  

“This task of painting the American soul within the framework of a novel has seldom been 

attempted, and has never been accomplished further than very partially—in the production of a 

few outlines.” 

-John William DeForest, 1868 

 

         In peacetime, Americans looked to the past as a source for stability and for a neutral, 

equalized American identity
29

.  The 1920s and 1930s saw the proliferation of Americana 

collections –the search for an American aesthetic.  This trend decentralized and democratized the 

preservation of the American past.  As New Deal efforts ramped up, the government took a 

larger role in this process  –the preservation of history was one mechanism with which to provide 

jobs to the public.  In many ways, the American past was quantified and commercialized during 

the interwar period.  Henry Ford built Dearborn, his “historic” American village, and Rockefeller 

returned Williamsburg to its colonial glory.  American material culture and folk culture 

proliferated.  As World War II loomed nearer, history seemed to lose some of its sanitized, 

tourist-designed safety.  The American past was politicized –no longer a neutral ground of 

security, but an ongoing effort against the oppressive forces of the world.  With this came an 

intensified search for a distinct American character, one indelibly linked to equally distinct 

American ideals.  The battle flag was raising and Americans needed a reason to fight. 

                                                
29

 Kammen, 511. 
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  This search for an American character often began at the very beginnings of the 

American history, namely the American Revolution.  The legacies of the Founding Fathers and 

their compatriots became a source of inspiration for books and plays and monuments.  In 1943 

alone, three successful efforts to illustrate the American character were presented to the 

American public.  By this time, the United States had fully entered World War II and enough 

time had passed for artistic efforts to come to fruition.  Esther Forbes’ Johnny Tremain was 

published, Sidney Kingsley directed his play, The Patriots, and the Jefferson Memorial, 

commissioned ten years earlier was dedicated by Franklin Roosevelt in Washington D.C.   That 

year Kingsley received the New York Drama Circle’s award for Best Drama and the following 

year Forbes received the Newbery Medal for Johnny Tremain.  These cultural events, like the 

newspaper articles for the New Years’ of the War, used the Revolution as the justification and 

inspiration for the American fight in World War II.  These works focused less on generic ideas 

and more on American characters and identities, as seen in the fictional character Johnny 

Tremain and the representations of historical figures, especially Thomas Jefferson.  Part and 

parcel with the attempts to sketch an American character, was the effort to inspire uniquely 

American reasons to fight, even if these reasons transcended the borders of the United States.  A 

combination of fact and fiction worked to illustrate more clearly the honest American character 

and more specifically, the American fight for freedom and against tyranny. 

         Esther Forbes was a uniquely accomplished writer.  The year before publishing Johnny 

Tremain, a novel for adolescents, she had received the Pulitzer Prize for her biography of Paul 

Revere, Paul Revere and the World He Lived In.
30

  Forbes considered the spirit of the times as 

relevant, if not more so, than the facts themselves.  Johnny Tremain, the story of a young 

apprentice in Boston who faces multiple hardships and discovers the value of the developing 

                                                
30

 Forbes, Esther. Paul Revere and the World He Lived In. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 1942. 
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fight against the occupying British, contains as much fact as fiction.  Forbes believed that the 

“"the essential truth of the human being is greater than any historical trappings…human nature 

does not change century to century.”
31

  She quite openly wrote this novel as an example for the 

youth of her own day, experiencing World War II, but she did not use heavy-handed analogies or 

create a story bogged down with contemporary foreshadowing.  With all her deftness as a writer 

and storyteller, Forbes vividly sketched the essential elements of the American spirit –hard-

working, fighting for freedom, honest and simple; she endowed him with “all those attributes 

Americans would need to win.”
32

  According to Forbes, she conceived of the novel after learning 

of the attack on Pearl Harbor, calling him her “great war effort.”
33

  Through Johnny Tremain, 

Forbes used the American Revolution as a springboard for inspiration, action, and purpose for 

Americans fighting in World War II. 

In the novel, Johnny Tremain is an orphan and a talented silversmith’s apprentice who, in 

an effort to prove his skill, loses the use of his right hand –an injury that renders his smithing 

skill useless.  As Johnny works his way through the sudden loss of his future, he discovers new 

friends and new convictions worth fighting for.  Johnny lives in the tense atmosphere of colonial 

Boston while British troops occupy the city.  Revolutionary ideas are sweeping the city and 

Johnny finds himself immersed in them.  Yet what were these radicals fighting for or against?  In 

a secret meeting of the Observers Club –Forbes’ fictionalized Sons of Liberty – James Otis asks 

this exact question, “For what will we fight?”
34

  To expel the red-coats was not enough –the 

British were not an oppressive occupying force -“Why will we fight?”  Almost casting a trance 
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over his listeners, Otis (or rather, Forbes through Otis) explains the American spirit and the 

reason Americans will fight, both in the Revolution and in World War II: 

“For men and women and children all over the world…There shall be no more tyranny.  

A handful of men cannot seize power over thousands.  A man shall choose who it is shall 

rule over him.  The peasants of France, the serfs of Russia.  Hardly more than animals 

now.  But because we fight, they shall see freedom like a new sun rising in the west.  

Those natural rights God has given to every man…We are lucky men for we have a cause 

worth dying for.  This honor is not given to every generation. ..It is all so much simpler 

than you think.We give all we have, lives, property, safety, skills…we fight, we die, for a 

simple thing.  Only that a man can stand up.”
35

 

 

It is Esther Forbes’ call to arms.  Not every generation gets to fight for freedom, but her 

generation, like that of the founding fathers, was accorded this honor.  As such, she framed the 

revolution as a global crusade –it was not just about being American.  Hence the American spirit 

of the revolutionary generation was the same spirit that explained the American fight in World 

War II.  By making this connection, Forbes used the American past, particularly the Revolution, 

as a political device in her encouragement of the war effort.   

The war effort, and that of the Revolution, were both characterized by the energy of 

youth.  In 1944, an advertisement in the Chicago Daily Tribune  quoted Forbes saying, “I hope to 

show the boys in their teens what the boys the same age were up against at the time of the 

Revolution, for the success of all our wars has rested so heavily on the sense of responsibility 

and manhood of this age group.  In peacetime they are treated like children and in time of war 

are expected to act like men.”
36

  In Johnny Tremain, Johnny’s “becoming a man” story coincided 

with his “becoming an American” story.  He becomes more fully human and mature as his 

conviction in American liberty increases.  Revolutionary zeal and youthful energy were 

inextricably tied together and bound just as closely to the cause of American and freedom.  From 
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this perspective of youth, Forbes used the Revolution as a way to inspire the youth of her own 

generation to willingly and actively join the American war effort of World War II. 

These politicized connections between youth, freedom, and the American spirit began to 

appear in American culture before the attack on Pearl Harbor launched the United States into 

World War II.  The specter of war and the oppressive regimes of Europe had already given way 

to thinking about the American spirit and its revolutionary roots.  In 1939, Frank Capra’s Mr. 

Smith Goes to Washington was among the most widely watched movies of the year.  Jimmy 

Stewart played Jefferson “Jeff” Smith, the head of the Boys Rangers who is appointed a junior 

senator to fill his state’s vacant spot in the US Senate.  An inexperienced Smith arrives in 

Washington and finds himself taking on the corrupt, older politicians in the senate.  During his 

famed filibuster, Smith referred to the view of Lady Liberty on top of the Capitol: 

“Take a look at this country through her eyes if you really want to see something…you'll 

see the whole parade of what Man's carved out for himself, after centuries of fighting. 

Fighting for something better than just jungle law, fighting so's he can stand on his own 

two feet, free and decent, like he was created, no matter what his race, color, or creed. 

That's what you'd see. There's no place out there for graft, or greed, or lies, or 

compromise with human liberties.”
37

 

  

It was simple as that –let a man to stand on his own.   Like Capra, Forbes simplified the basic 

message of the American spirit to the fight for a man’s right to stand in dignity before his fellow 

man, a right that transcended the United States, but one that Americans particularly sought to 

protect.  Jeff Smith’s critical moment lies in an exact interpretation of this battle-cry –in 

filibustering, Smith must stand on his own, holding the floor of the senate chamber.   

Capra and Forbes used similar thematic combinations to explore the question of what it 

means to be American.  In the face of World War II, these themes served as political calls to 

battle against oppression in the world.  They expertly combined youth and patriotism, the notion 
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of straight-forward honesty, and a balanced combination of the ordinary and the extra-ordinary.  

The connection between personal growth and the success of the nation are intimately linked in 

both instances.  In Capra’s classic film, the fight for American ideals is left to the young –Smith 

appears decades younger than his fellow senators and it is up to the Boys Rangers to break the 

press censorship the corrupt and powerful attempted to place on Smith’s home state.  In Forbes, 

Johnny’s path to manhood and America’s path to independence follow the same trajectory.  In a 

1943 New York Times review of the recently published Johnny Tremain, wrote noted that “[t]hus, 

Johnny became a man and an American.  The proportion between his personal fortune and the 

larger theme of the Revolution is so delicately balanced that never for a moment does one forget 

either.”
38

  In addition to their connections between youth and the American spirit, both Capra 

and Forbes used the ordinary and the legendary side-by-side.  For example, Jefferson Smith’s 

name alone provided a reference to all-American hero, Thomas Jefferson, credited with writing 

the Declaration of Independence, alongside “Smith,” the allegorical everyman.  Johnny Tremain 

maintained a similar balance –the novel’s hero is an average American teenager, yet he 

associates with Boston’s legendary revolutionaries.  In Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, as in 

Esther Forbes’ Johnny Tremain the American experience is traced right back to the roots of 

American Independence –fighting for the ideals of the Declaration of Independence, but even 

more so it is a battle cry of the ordinary to fight so that men might stand up on their own. 

The same year Houghton Mifflin published Esther Forbes’ Johnny Tremain, the 

American Spirit took to the stage as playwright Sidney Kingsley directed and produced his play, 

The Patriots.  Already an accomplished playwright, Kingsley had joined the Army and was 

stationed in New York as an MP.   He had begun researching and writing this play four years 

earlier, but finished and edited the script during the War.  The prevalent themes in The Patriots  
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were closely connected to Kingsley’s perceptions of the American Spirit and its importance for 

the war effort.  Heralded as a well-researched play about the Founding Fathers, various reviews 

claimed that Kingsley did not present the “Hamilton and Washington of history books,” that 

“illusions were shattered by facts,” and that his work “binds the present tightly to the most trying 

period in the Republic’s tortured and heroic past.”
39

  For this play, Kingsley won the New York 

Drama Critics Award for 1943 –coming out ahead of works by Thornton Wilder and Irving 

Berlin.  Kingsley’s earliest reviewers immediately drew connections between his work, set in the 

first decade of the American Republic, and the present wartime crisis.  According to an article 

published in The Washington Post, Kingsley’s work served as “a reminder that democracy is 

worth fighting for; that liberty is not easily won.”
40

  This was the fight of the past Revolution and 

its heroes, but it was also the fight of the generation fighting in World War II.  Kingsley himself 

drew connections between the two eras, but he denied that his play was one of analogy: “they are 

not analogies, but identities.”
41

  The story of The Patriots was not simply a parallel of two eras, 

but the continuation of a single American identity.  This identity largely took form in Thomas 

Jefferson, the principal character of his play.  

Act I begins on a ship as Thomas Jefferson and his daughter Patsy return home from his 

years as Ambassador to France.  Jefferson, still grieving the loss of his wife almost ten years 

earlier, is ready to retire from public life and return to his Virginia farm.  Almost as quickly as he 

lands on US soil, George Washington, his old friend and President of the United States, 

convinces him to accept a position in his cabinet as Secretary of State.  Jefferson reluctantly 

accepts and meets Alexander Hamilton, Washington’s Secretary of the Treasury and author of 
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the already legendary Federalist Papers.  Almost as soon as they meet, they become natural 

enemies –Hamilton is the overly-ambitious monarchist who wished to protect the Republic from 

the people; Jefferson is the tired defender of the people and the precepts he once penned in the 

Declaration of Independence.  The debate between these two men becomes the primary subject 

of Kingsley’s play.  In Act II, the Reynolds Affair is discovered, in which Hamilton’s extra-

marital affair with Maria Reynolds is discovered against charges of speculation.  The discovered 

receipts did not document speculation, but payments in response to Reynolds’ husband, who was 

blackmailing him with the knowledge of his illicit relationship with Maria.  This middle act ends 

with Jefferson’s determination to defend the rights if the people against attempts at monarchy.  

To do so, he recognizes he must start his own party, marking the end of the one-party system that 

had largely existed until this moment.  Act III jumps forward even farther in time, as Jefferson 

waits for the results of the 1801 election –Congress is voting for who will be president –Aaron 

Burr or Jefferson himself.  Alexander Hamilton visits Jefferson because he cannot support Burr 

as President.  The two old enemies recognize the other’s dedication to the still fragile United 

States of America.  Though they agreed on few points, they each recognize that the other held 

fast to principles –a quality Aaron Burr did not share.  Hamilton admits that though he did not 

understand it, Jefferson has been proven more right about the character of the people than he had 

been.  Hamilton goes off to convince his allies to vote for Jefferson, in spite of the inevitable 

wrath Burr would direct toward him (foreshadowing his death at the hand of Burr).  The Patriots 

ends with Jefferson’s inaugural address pronouncing the American government as the “world’s 

best hope.”
42

 

Kingsley’s Jefferson was his embodiment of the American spirit.  In the Prologue, he 

framed the American Spirit through a flashback about Thomas Jefferson’s character.  In the play, 

                                                
42

 Kingsley, Sidney. The Patriots. 1943. 



23 
 

Jefferson recalls his wedding night -his wife had said to him, “Before I met you, circumstances 

and the intolerance of little men had begun to make me lose faith. The earth had begun to shrink. 

Living had become something quite unimportant. Then, the night we met...I suddenly fell in 

love, not only with you.  I fell in love with the possibilities of the whole race of man.”
43

  The 

possibilities of man –this is what America represented and fought for –it is a fight that restores 

faith in all of mankind because it is a fight for all of humanity.   As such, Jefferson did not only 

represent the American spirit, but the human spirit.  Kingsley imagined an old, tired George 

Washington, who was still the great unifier of the United States.  Washington was not portrayed 

as a political figure, unlike Hamilton and even Jefferson.  He acts as an arbiter between growing 

factions, while also maintaining his identity as a heroic everyman who prefers fishing to 

politicking.  Washington’s relationships with Hamilton and Jefferson are like those between the 

people and these same figures.  Hamilton is respected and relied upon, but he grows weary of 

both Washington and Congress.  Jefferson and Washington are old friends –both farmers and 

Virginia men –they each understand the other.  Hamilton was a man with little understanding or 

patience for the everyman, while Jefferson displays affection and deep faith in the common 

people, as though every American was another Washington.   

Act II reveals further distinctions between Jefferson and Hamilton that help clarify the 

true American character.  First, the audience discovers Hamilton is a monarchist.  Further, the 

Reynolds affair breaks out and Hamilton’s identity as an unfaithful husband and father is 

revealed.  While Hamilton’s identity is further soiled and further removed from American ideals, 

Kingsley’s portrayal of Jefferson only grows closer to a dedication to freedom and the dignity of 

all human persons.  He helps bandage his slave’s wounded hand, while promising him an 

eventual end to slavery.  When Hamilton and Jefferson  meet again, they debate the nature of the 
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people –Hamilton refuses to believe that men can rule themselves, but Jefferson defends the 

people: “[O]nce our people have the government securely in their hands, they will be strong as a 

giant. They will sooner allow the heart to be torn out of their bodies than their freedom to be 

wrested from them by a Caesar!”
44

  It is the American battle cry against corruption, displaying a 

total dedication to the proposition of liberty for all. 

  The Patriots received positive reviews, especially in light of the war raging overseas.  

Many, if not most, of these reviews commented on the relevance of the story, situated in the 

American past, to the present crisis, i.e. World War II.   A review in The Washington Post  

described the play as “a profoundly moving and inspiring play that binds the present tightly to 

the most trying period in the Republic’s tortured and heroic past.”
45

  Like Forbes’ novel, 

Kingsley’s play was immediately linked to the American efforts in World War II.   It was a 

reminder of the American spirit that fought for mankind against tyranny.  This reminder was 

enough for this play to be well-received.  The Chicago Daily Tribune described the play as 

containing “a basic honesty” –an honesty connected to the “1944 meaning of its closing lines.”
46

  

This basic honesty was an important element in its Americanism.  It connected American ideals 

to the lives of common people, making them daily realities, accepted as true, and  not only lofty 

ideas.  This kind of simple honesty was part of Jefferson’s vision, according to Kingsley: “Only 

an enlightened people can really be free. Till now, the genius of the common people has been 

buried in the rubbish heap. We must rescue that! I'm convinced of it! We must make war on 

ignorance and poverty.”
47

  Freedom is for everyone –for this Americans and their government 

must fight.  In this way, Kingsley’s play enlisted the memory of Thomas Jefferson and other 
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Founding Fathers for the war effort of World War II.  He used these historical characters as 

representative identities connected to the true American spirit.  This spirit, the defender of liberty 

and of the people, transcended the borders of the United States and fought for democracy against 

the corrupting powers of tyranny and oppression. 

That same year, in 1943, the Jefferson memorial was finally completed.  Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt’s dedication of the memorial in 1943 intimately associated the fight for freedom of the 

Revolution Era to the same American fight in World War II.  The inner statue of Jefferson was 

made of plaster, painted to resemble bronze as the actual bronze statue remained unfinished, in 

part due to war shortages; the finished version was installed in 1947.  In spite of this, the 

memorial was dedicated on April 13, 1943 –the 200
th

 anniversary of Jefferson’s birthday.  The 

project had been commissioned in 1934 and the designer was selected in 1938, both before 

World War II had broken out. Although the plans for the Jefferson Memorial began before the 

crisis in Europe had truly escalated, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s dedication speech 

accomplished only one thing –it drew direct connections between the present time of crisis to the 

time of the Founding Fathers and the continuing fight for freedom: 

“Today in the midst of a great war, we dedicate a shrine to freedom.  To Thomas 

Jefferson, Apostle of Freedom, we are paying a debt long overdue.  Yet, there are reasons 

for gratitude that this occasion falls within our time; for our generation of Americans can 

understand much in Jefferson’s life which intervening generations could not see as well 

as we.”
48

 

 

Two generations of Americans fought the same battle for freedom and mankind.  Roosevelt 

repeatedly drew connections between the two generations, each faced with difficult decisions, 

threats to freedom, and the necessity to fight against tyranny.  Like Jefferson, they were forced to 

choose between peace and liberty.  Like Jefferson, they believed that men can govern 
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themselves.  Like Jefferson, they believed in and fought for inalienable principles and freedoms.  

These beliefs were not specific to Americans, but belonged to all of mankind, for whom 

Americans were fighting in the war overseas. 

The memorial received mixed reviews.  Some argued that it was an appropriate memorial 

because of its simple and honest lines.  Ironically, others considered it a grandiose gesture that 

did not match the simple and honest man that was Jefferson.  Though disagreeing on the 

effectiveness of the memorial, both attributed to Jefferson a strong belief in honesty and 

simplicity that corresponded and reflected the larger American spirit.  In The Washington Post, 

published on dedication day, Merlo Pusey (a biographer and editor for the paper) joined in the 

nation’s reflection on Jefferson’s birthday, being celebrated with the dedication of the memorial.  

Jefferson was the force behind the “Great American Idea” –particularly notions of civilization 

and governmental legitimacy –“every American who thinks about his country and its meaning to 

him understands the essence of that idea.”  Furthermore, “[i]t is by no means impossible that the 

greatest influence to emerge from this war will come from a revitalization of this great American 

idea.”
49

  Here Pusey characterized World War II as an American war which would result in a 

stronger American Idea.   

         In 1943, direct connections were made from the generation fighting World War II to the 

generation of the American Revolution.  In children’s literature, in the performing arts, and in 

memorials to the past, the American Revolution  provided the reasons for fighting in World War 

II.  Presentations of the American spirit, fight, and idea acknowledged a continuation of 

character from the days of the Revolution and the Founding Fathers to the modern times.  The 

American spirit and the American fight was to give men the freedom “only that a man might 

stand,” as Esther Forbes wrote in Johnny Tremain.
  
 Forbes, Kingsley, Roosevelt, and even Capra 
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in 1939, used the characters and imagery of the early American past to rally the war effort, to 

legitimate it, and to place squarely in the heart of the American experiment.  For them, the 

American past was not neutral ground, but a specific view of the world and of humanity -one that 

emphasized human freedom, dignity, and honesty.  At the end of The Patriots, Kingsley’s 

Jefferson delivered part of Jefferson’s First Inaugural Address as a call to return to America’s 

first principles: 

“The wisdom of our sages and the blood of our heroes have attained them for us. They 

are the creed of our political faith, the touchstone of our public servants. Should we 

wander from them in moments of error or alarm, let us hasten to retrace our steps and to 

regain this road which alone leads to peace, liberty and safety.”
50

 

 

An Academic Perspective 

“The advancement and diffusion of knowledge is the only guardian of true liberty.”  

― James Madison 

 

         As World War II raged abroad, and overtook the home economy, its overwhelming 

reality influenced the questions asked by American historians and academics, even as they 

examined a period seemingly as removed as the American Revolution.   In 1941 (the year the 

United States entered the War), Philip Davidson, of Agnes Scott College, released his work, 

Propaganda and the American Revolution in which he discussed the use of propaganda 

techniques by both Whig and Tory leaders in the American colonies that would go on to form the 

United States.
51

  Later, in 1945 (the last year of the War), Lloyd Graham released his study of the 

US Constitution, The Desperate People, which he presented as a solution for the question of 
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world peace and the United Nations, following World War II.
52

  In these works, Davidson, 

Brown, and Graham placed the American Revolution within the context of contemporary 

questions.  In varying degrees of academic advocacy, these historians respectively revealed their 

contemporary concerns -the use of propaganda, peace efforts, a new United Nations -offering a 

long-standing tradition to modern techniques, warning to future attempts at reconciliation, and a 

solution to the question of world peace.  In their examinations of the American past, these 

scholars, like others in this era, offered a politicized perspective of the American Revolution.  

Interestingly, these ways of analyzing the Revolution were slightly at odds with the perspective 

offered by the newspapers and creators of the previously discussed cultural events.  Perhaps, 

because these provided more detailed assessments at particular aspects of the Revolution, instead 

of the generalized accounts of more popular sources, or perhaps for other reasons, Davidson and 

Brown offered a view of humanity that was less uplifting than that of other sources, and less 

focused on American ideals, especially in their interpretations of Revolutionary propaganda (a 

relatively modern term).  There were many histories written about the Revolution during this 

time.  While several others indicated similar patterns of connecting the past and the present, most 

continued in the academic tradition of seeking objectivity.  The works of Davidson and Brown 

also maintained this academic tradition, though they provide interesting insights into the modern 

era as well.  Graham’s work was more a political treatise than a historical analysis.  While not 

the eminent works of the day, these published, academic works are valuable sources for the 

purposes of this paper. 

Philip Davidson’s Propaganda and the American Revolution, published in 1941, featured 

an examination of the propaganda techniques used during the American Revolution.  At the 
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foundation of Propaganda and the American Revolution, was Davidson’s awareness of 

contemporary discussions of propaganda, brought “into public consciousness during the World 

War and has since become the subject of almost daily conversation.”
53

  Claiming that 

propaganda has always existed, Davidson examined the techniques of propaganda during the 

American Revolution, in light of modern knowledge on the subject. However, his definition of 

propaganda was not in keeping with the deadly connotations of the word, inspired by the events 

of the World War.  Rather, his definition, borrowed from Leonard W. Doob, a psychologist and 

part of the United States Office of War Information during World War II, defined propaganda as 

“an attempt to systematically control the actions of people indirectly controlling their 

attitudes.”
54

  From this definition, Davidson stated that propaganda is necessary for “we know 

today that large bodies of people never co-operate in any complex movement except under the 

guidance of a central machine operated by a comparatively few people.”
55

  Both his definition 

and his claim to propaganda’s necessary existence proved problematic in his presentation of the 

American Revolution.   His definition was so broad that he reduced all political action to 

propaganda.  In addition his definition called for a systematic control, while his research revealed 

a lack of any systematic operation within any faction presented.  In this way, Davidson 

diminished the emphasis on an individual’s ability and freedom to think and act for themselves -

a theme popular in Forbes and even in the discussions aimed at inspiring young people to fight 

for democracy. 

Though Davidson defined propaganda as a systematic devise, he maintained throughout 

his analysis that the colonists –Whigs, later Patriots –never created a central organization for 
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propaganda.
56

   Yet Davidson elevated their letters of correspondence to “a real revolutionary 

machine.”
57

  A similar problem existed in his list of propagandists.  In naming propagandists, he 

included the many politicians, businessmen, lawyers, and landed gentry noted for leading the 

way toward independence.  Davidson observed that the number of these men was small 

compared to the influence they had over society; yet, he failed to significantly distinguish 

between propaganda and political advocacy or explain a layered effect of propaganda.  He did 

not include enough discussion of the nature of propaganda to examine the complexities of 

influence.  Is all public communication a form of propaganda?  Are persuasion and control the 

same devices?  Is the assertion of one’s political stance a propagandistic effort?  He does little to 

distinguish between the efforts of Thomas Paine and John Dickinson.  The Masons and the 

Church were both presented as propagandists, explaining their roles in spreading ideas about the 

revolution.  He did not go deeper into the Revolution’s narrative, but rather applies a modern 

definition and some news words (crowd psychology, war psychosis) to the same narrative that 

was told and retold since the days of the revolution itself.  In doing so he occasionally compared 

the propaganda of the Revolution to examples from the World War.
58

  His work more accurately 

discussed the various organizations of the Revolution and their basic modes of communication, 

which effectively spread and duplicated the ideas of a few thinkers.  By labeling most the 

Patriots’ communications as propaganda, Davidson devalued a major value of democracy -free 

speech and the free exchange of ideas.  His assessment went even further, revealing that he 

considered propaganda a necessary tool “for maintaining the morale of the public.”
59

  Moreover, 

in a footnote, he chastised the Patriots for not making greater efforts at releasing propaganda, 
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despite paper shortages.
60

  Davidson argued that most of what was known about the Revolution 

was  the result of propaganda.  In this regard, his own work, both directly and indirectly reflected 

this –his narrative did not significantly, if at all, revise the standard narrative of the American 

Revolution.  Interestingly, in his conclusion, he suggested that the propaganda of the Revolution 

was the beginnings of American nationalism, which was not a cause of independence, but rather 

stemmed from it.  His final paragraph began, “The propagandists thus gave expression to ideals 

that had been germinating for years” –an idea Davidson flirted with throughout his analysis, but 

that would complicate modern notions of propaganda.
61

  This idea would suggest that the 

propagandist expressed opinions already held by the larger public, which would serve as a 

confirmation, rather than an imposed notion of propaganda, as the modern sense of the term 

suggests.  Had Davidson followed this notion further, his ideas would have been less at tension 

with the dominant views of the Revolution -that a thinking people desired and fought for liberty 

and democracy.  While Davidson did not apply the contemporary insidiousness of propaganda to 

his definition; without it, he was able to present the American Revolution through a modern 

umbrella idea that remained faithful to the traditional narrative, while adding a more politicized 

flavor to the discussion of the beginning of the United States.  

Published in 1945, Lloyd Graham’s The Desperate People, connected the American 

Revolution and the early Republic to the state of a world emerging from war.  He did not merely 

connect these, but very nearly transposed one era of history onto another by presenting the 

United States Constitution as the ultimate solution for world peace and the United Nations.  To 

achieve this, Graham presented the classic, archetypal narrative of the American Revolution and 

the creation of the United States Constitution, in which the heroic and diverse Americans set 
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aside their differences and found the best possible compromise for the sake of the nation.  

Graham treated this narrative as a kind of salvation following World War II –in oratorical 

language he likened the failed League of Nations to the US Articles of Confederation and so 

offered the US Constitution as the solution for the newly formed United Nations –“the 

Constitution has proven effective as an instrument of international union, so to speak, for more 

than 155 years –a union which has developed into a world power of the first magnitude.”
62

  In 

order to propose the American Constitution as a solution for world peace, Graham simplified 

both the realities of the American Revolutionary era and the state of nations coming out of World 

War II.  In order to equate them, he amplified the differences between the American colonies, 

when, in fact, they came from a largely similar background.  He wrote of the Constitutional 

Convention: 

“The delegates had their provincialisms, their native animosities, a characteristic spirit of 

divisiveness, and the warring conflicts of the interests which they represented.  Only when we 

consider those factors along with many really superb qualities and the passionate desire of a free 

but desperate people to achieve a solid and respected government, may we understand the brave 

effort put forth in those difficult Convention days.”
63

 

 

Graham drew a direct connection between these delegates and the “desperate people” they 

represented to the desperate people of the whole world as it emerged from World War II. 

Graham called for his readers to see the direct parallels and the similar patterns between the two 

time periods and to use the earlier time period as the example for the contemporary era.  His 

desperate people were resembled the masses of Davidson –less thinking than the people that 

were often presented by in the newspaper of the wartime New Year’s Days or by Forbes and 

Kingsley. 
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         In Graham’s overview of the Constitutional Convention, he presented a group of 

delegates determined to make the United States government into a functional system, which it 

was not under the Articles of Confederation.
64

  This “league of friendship” was not able to 

sufficiently able to function; it was too divided against itself.
65

  A federation of governments 

offered no vehicle for cooperation, but emphasized the separate interests of the various states.  At 

the convention, the debate between a national government and a federal government revealed the 

debate between the representation of state governments and the representation of the people.  

Small states preferred an equal representation of governments, as their populations were 

significantly lower than big states such as New York.  Meanwhile the population of the larger 

states would be severely underrepresented by an equal representation of governments.
66

  For 

Graham, these debates were relevant to the question of a world union –for example, the 

population of the Soviet Union was significantly larger than the population of Belgium.  

         In The Desperate People, Graham subtly made two arguments at tension with each other.  

First, he argued that a coercive element was necessary for union –“voluntary agreements and 

leagues, like treaties between nations, are poor make-shifts in the interests of world peace and 

are utterly ineffective.”
67

  However, the creation of the United States was based on the principle 

of a voluntary union of individual states, though it included (voluntarily) sacrificing elements of 

independence, normally afforded to separate states.  Potentially at tension with this descriptive of 

a coercive union was Graham’s argument that “the American Constitution is based upon the 

fundamental human needs…A plan in its image for world union (and world peace) must like-
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wise be based upon simple, irrevocable, and fundamental human needs and human liberties.”
68

  

Graham did not state what, specifically, these human needs and liberties were, but if he was 

consistent to his own argument, then the right to voluntarily join a state or union was not one of 

these “human liberties.” 

         Graham’s presentation of the Constitutional Convention was one of the ideas and basic 

political struggles involved; however, more interests are generally at stake than just ideas.  He 

does include brief mention of the problem of slavery throughout the convention, but does 

elucidate the personal interests held by individual delegates –from slave owners in the 

agricultural South to businessmen in a more industrial north.
69

  The compromise that was 

reached was not only a compromise of ideas, but a compromise of many personal interests which 

color the narrative of the convention with a more vivid, though perhaps less idealistic, account of 

the Constitutional debates.   

         Graham’s historical arguments presented simplified versions of events in order to make 

simplified arguments regarding future and present action.  He exaggerated both the desperation 

of peoples in both time periods, as well as the emerging hope in each.  His defense of the US 

Constitution as political document dealing in human needs and liberties remained vague, without 

making an argument for what must be protected –leaving it to his readers to fill in whatever they 

deem applicable.  He wrote this basic history of the Revolution, seeking answers to 

contemporary problems, not the problems and ambiguities of the past.  As such, he used history 

as a prescription for present ills, without questioning the dominant narrative.  His sources 

included many secondary histories of the times, supplements by mostly published primary 

sources.  
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Conclusion 

 Traditionally, the American past has been a neutral zone for collective memory and 

celebration.  In the 1920s and 1930s, this process was increasingly materialized –made into 

historic villages and tourist sites.  This trend would continue in the post-World War II years.  It is 

the time between 1939 and 1945 that has been the exception to this American treatment of the 

past.  In the newspapers, the articles preparing for the upcoming years and reflecting on the past 

portrayed a politicized version of the American past that stood as a definite stand against 

corruption and totalitarian regimes.  The past, especially the American Revolution, was 

connected to the present because both faced tyranny and both presented the opportunity to fight 

for democracy and its values.  These values were best represented by the United States, their 

most fruitful and complete testing grounds.  Historians, journalist, and even scientists, wrote 

about the Revolution and considered it an ongoing process, in which Americans of the 1940s 

were able to contribute their own valiant efforts.  The biggest difference between the generation 

of the Founding Fathers and the Greatest Generation?  This time, the fight for democratic ideals 

was not bound to the United States or even to the Western Hemisphere.  It was time for 

democracy to sweep across the globe and the United Nations, following an allied victory, would 

be the best vehicle for this process.  Cultural events during the War further supported this 

connection between the American Revolution and the fight against Fascism.  Esther Forbes’ 

Johnny Tremain, Sidney Kingsley’s “The Patriots,” and FDR’s dedication speech for the 

Jefferson Memorial all sketched out the American character in an effort to inspire war effort by 

connecting two generations and two wars. In this way, they presented an American character that 

was not one of many equal kinds of spirits, attitudes, or belief systems, but as a superior version 

of the human person –a person who fought for the dignity and freedom of all and who stood up 
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against the threats of tyranny and oppression.  Even in academia, the present and the past fed off 

of each other’s influences.  Philip Davidson used the modern notion of propaganda to reexamine 

the American Revolution.  His view was less uplifting for the human spirit, perhaps because he 

imposed present circumstances on the past, while most of our other cases brought ideas about the 

past into the present.  Lloyd Graham also published his treatise, The Desperate People, his 

argument for the new United Nations, based on the American past and the lessons the US learned 

from the Articles of Confederation and the Constitutional Convention.  

 At a general perhaps even vague level, Americans took more interest in their past, 

especially their Revolutionary roots.  As Americans conceptualized and interacted with the 

American past, they sought and found validation for their own values and ideals.  This validation 

was one that ultimately led the generation of World War II to reject other political ideologies.  

Michael Kammen wrote: 

“…the war caused Americans and their Allies to think in terms of moral absolutes.  The 

recently held view that one political philosophy was as valid as another, so long as it 

worked for its adherents, seemed intellectually bankrupt in the face of fascism.  If cultural 

relativism implied moral relativism, both would have to be discarded in favor or a 

traditionally defined idealism.”
70

 

 

This insight launches this argument outside the process of remembering the American 

Revolution during World War II and leads us to consider the implications of this exception to the 

American collective memory of the Revolution and the American past more generally.  The 

United States emerged from war victorious –“with its myths not merely intact but fairly 

sanctified.”
71

  The past had been mobilized alongside the present and was left with its politicized 

messages, but without any fight –the American past has seemingly been proved victorious.  The 

time of crisis, 1939 to 1945, was an abnormality in Americans’ treatment of their past and it was 
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an abnormality with a profound effect on society in the United States.  As the American Spirit 

was compacted into a political message that won the day on the beaches of Normandy and in the 

factories of the home front, the collective memory of the past left less and less wiggle room for 

other interpretations.   

By the time the 1960s emerge, the consequences of this process of remembrance 

appeared.  Kammen explained it this way: “When Kenneth Keniston, a sympathetic social 

psychologist, looked closely at the culture of rebellion in the 1960s he found a great many people 

who were ‘emotionally stranded in the present.’” These young Baby Boomers did not relate to 

the past because they “rejected it wholesale.”  The politicized message of the past, heralded by 

the World War II generation somehow did not leave room for new generations.  As societies 

look to the past, their interpretation and understanding is not an isolated event, but one that filters 

through and spreads in newspapers, novels, art, and dialogue.  Just as their memory of the past 

brings a past society into the present through recollection, so do they become part of the memory 

of later generations, making memory a powerful instrument within the working of society.  The 

ways in which the American Revolution was remembered during World War II was to have a 

lasting impact on American society and collective memory. 
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