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John Kenneth Galbraith, Jane Jacobs, and Lewis Mum-
ford.

Wood is well aware that her argument on the cen-
trality of holism might vanish in a cloud of smoke, and
repeats it relentlessly, as if repetition makes it more
convincing. She cites Aristotle—“The whole is more
than the sum of its parts”—but this idea might be re-
versed for her book. The parts are better than the
whole. When she is farthest from her thesis, the book
is the strongest. When she is closest to it, the book flags.
Her effort to link Carson and King as companion ho-
listic thinkers is strained at best. “While Carson imag-
ined food chains and connections between wind, water,
and soil, [King] focused on human beings of every stripe
. . . united by love and bound together by bonds of mu-
tuality. She employed her holism to fight the chemical
industry; he used his rendition to combat economic, po-
litical, and social institutions that perpetuated racism”
(p. 84). Where she is least convincing her prose gets
convoluted. “King read the problem [racism] holisti-
cally because he saw the world and community relations
holistically” (p. 101).

The chapter on the Esalen Institute may be Wood’s
best. The links to holism are also most obvious if only
because psychologists like Frederick “Fritz” Perls be-
came a resident guru. Perls, a refugee from Germany,
had studied and written about Gestalt psychology,
which has a legitimate claim to be called holistic. By the
1960s, however, Perls moved far from the original Ge-
stalt psychology to group psychology and psychodrama.
His shift reflected a general trend at Esalen, which be-
came a bazaar for therapists hawking self-liberation,
gurus preaching mystical religions, and doctors selling
holistic health. Again, Wood is well aware of the va-
garies of Esalen, but she gamely insists that its story
“has much to tell about holism” (p. 173). It does, but
it hardly supports Wood’s main argument. In fact the
opposite thesis is more convincing. Whatever holism
can be found in American thought, it rapidly succumbs
to good old American individualism. Esalen’s “holism”
devolved into self-help, yoga, and health manias that
entered the mainstream. When Wood cites the holistic
slogan of the upscale grocery chain Whole Foods, which
has fought unionization—“Whole foods, whole people,
whole planet”—we see that her thesis that holism trans-
formed American culture has been turned on its head.
Nevertheless, Wood has written a thoughtful explora-
tion of several thinkers and one institution that flour-
ished in the early 1960s.
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ROBERT A. JACOBS. The Dragon’s Tail: Americans Face
the Atomic Age. (Culture, Politics, and the Cold War.)
Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press. 2010. Pp.
xii, 151. Cloth $80.00, paper $24.95.

It is hard to fight the feeling that the atomic age and its
attendant anxieties have already become somehow ir-

relevant, relegated to the irradiated dustbin of history.
Despite the continuing presence of massive nuclear ar-
senals, now morphed and subsumed into post-9/11
weapons of mass destruction, and despite recent tren-
chant warnings about the dangers of nuclear energy and
technology, as in Japan’s tsunami-ravaged Fukushima
nuclear power plant, nuclear discourse and iconogra-
phy now seem arcane and even quaint relics of an in-
creasingly distant Cold War past. Thermonuclear weap-
ons and bomb shelters, Bert the Turtle and mutant
Alamogordo giant ants appear to have lost their power
to inform and to inspire terror, especially for younger
generations of Americans.

Robert A. Jacobs has stepped into this amnesiac nu-
clear breach to remind readers of the time when such
language and icons did speak to Americans learning to
enter a newly dangerous and transformative age. Jacobs
revives interest in the historical and cultural links be-
tween atomic age culture and the Cold War through
what he deems the “alchemical narrative,” the “primary
nuclear narrative” that guided understandings of nu-
clear weapons as “signifiers of transformation or fun-
damental change” (p. 3). Tying nuclear science and nu-
clear imagery to notions of alchemy allows Jacobs to
explore how nuclear narratives veered into the realm of
the fantastic, the magical, and the mythic, and he argues
that most Americans indeed experienced nuclear weap-
ons through such lenses. This approach works partic-
ularly well for discussions about radiation, given its in-
visibility yet deadly dangerousness and its real and
imagined capacity for mutation.

Jacobs centers attention on the era of atmospheric or
above-ground nuclear testing and claims logically
enough that these years rendered nuclear weapons
most visible and their attendant release of radiation—
however invisible—most apparent and appalling. Look-
ing in particular at the impact of the tests conducted at
the Pacific Proving Ground and the Nevada Proving
Ground (later the Nevada Test Site) throughout the
1950s and into the early 1960s—until the Limited Test
Ban Treaty of 1963 moved the tests underground—Ja-
cobs examines science fiction, civil defense literature
and film, social science, bomb shelters and survivalism,
atomic soldiers and downwinders, and American youth
experiences in order to assess both fantastic nuclear
narratives and the government’s more mundane coun-
ternarratives about its “good” or “clean” bomb (p. 94).
Because the 1954 Bravo test of the hydrogen bomb at
the Bikini atoll had made fully and fearfully public the
range and danger of nuclear radiation, the govern-
ment—and the Atomic Energy Commission in partic-
ular—relied on its narratives about good, clean Amer-
ican bombs (smaller explosions yielding less radiation)
in order to forestall worries for the atomic servicemen
and civilians operating in or living downwind of the Ne-
vada Test Site.

Government counternarratives appeared especially
necessary in Nevada because, as Jacobs points out
through an analysis of the mutant irradiated monsters
of 1950s popular culture, the “Nevada desert had be-
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come a mythic zone where supernatural events could be
expected to happen” (p. 37, emphasis in original). Ja-
cobs misses an opportunity to complicate his treatment
of the presumably supernatural Nevada landscape,
however, when he ascribes construction of counterna-
rratives about the freakish, fantastic terrain of the Ne-
vada Test Site largely to the federal government alone.
Some Americans, especially Las Vegas residents and
tourists, provided a stunning (and somewhat freakish)
counternarrative of their own, as an atomic bomb-test
watching craze erupted in the desert. This was, after all,
an era of profitable atomic tourism for Las Vegas,
which hospitably provided atomic cocktails, atomic
hair-dos, and the 1957 Miss Atomic Bomb contest along
with the vistas necessary to see the atomic flashes and
mushroom clouds from the Nevada Test Site.

Jacobs’s fine study of the multiple narratives inform-
ing the era of atmospheric nuclear testing is a lean and
concise one, and greater depth of analysis may have
been sacrificed for brevity’s sake. One of the book’s
most effective sections, dealing with “the atomic kid”
(p. 99) and the 1951 civil defense film Duck and Cover,
is compelling because of its deep reading of the text and
its ability to make a bygone icon like Bert the Turtle
return to a place of complex cultural relevance for
Americans beyond the baby boom generation. The
Dragon’s Tail may pique the curiosity of those unfamil-
iar with early atomic age culture, but for baby boomers
and historians already schooled in the subject this study
will seem familiar as it covers a nuclear time and space
treated in other historical works on atomic age culture
and technology. It is nonetheless a welcome addition to
the literature and an intelligent recapitulation of the
cultural narratives swirling amid the above-ground nu-
clear tests conducted by the United States.

MARGOT A. HENRIKSEN

University of Hawai‘i at Manoa

CAMPBELL CRAIG and FREDRIK LOGEVALL. America’s
Cold War: The Politics of Insecurity. Cambridge:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press. 2009. Pp.
439. $26.95.

In their book, Campbell Craig and Fredrik Logevall ac-
complish something amazing: in a mere 370 pages of
text they present a cogent, well-written, highly infor-
mative, yet accessible narrative of the forty-five-year
history of the Cold War. Of course it helps immeasur-
ably that both authors are eminent historians and lead-
ing scholars in their respective subfields. Logevall is the
author of the classic Choosing War: The Lost Chance for
Peace and the Escalation of War in Vietnam (1999);
Craig is the author of three previous books, most no-
tably The Atomic Bomb and the Origins of the Cold War
(2008) with Sergey Radchenko and Destroying the Vil-
lage: Eisenhower and Thermonuclear War (1998). To-
gether they bring a level of expertise to more facets of
the Cold War than the vast majority of single-authored
works could possibly emulate.

The book is divided into nine chapters beginning with

the interwar period of the 1920s and 1930s, when Amer-
ica’s commitments to the world were limited and op-
position to involvement in European affairs remained
firm. It then discusses the origins of the U.S.-Soviet
confrontation, the significant intensification of the Cold
War in the aftermath of the communist victory in China
and the first atomic bomb test by the Soviet Union, and,
of course, the Korean War. The study examines Pres-
ident Dwight D. Eisenhower’s efforts to stem the mas-
sive surge in conventional military spending through
heavy reliance on nuclear weapons. Meanwhile Eisen-
hower would “evade” nuclear war during the numerous
Cold War crises of the 1950s through adoption of an
all-or-nothing strategy—either the United States would
launch a massive nuclear strike or it would not use nu-
clear weapons at all. Eisenhower steadfastly refused
calls from his own military command, his secretary of
state, and the academic community to explore the use
of limited nuclear options in order to provide a third
option. This strategy would come into play during the
two Quemoy-Matsu crises of 1954 and 1958 as well as
the Berlin Crisis of 1958. John F. Kennedy’s adminis-
tration tried its best to sidestep the all-or-nothing par-
adox through the doctrine of Flexible Response de-
signed to give the president both conventional and
limited nuclear options, but it too lacked the strategy or
capabilities (especially conventional) that were re-
quired to support it. Craig and Logevall explain how the
Kennedy administration was able to resolve the Berlin
and Cuban missile crises through compromise and ne-
gotiation rather than nuclear brinkmanship.

The authors then tackle the tragedy of Vietnam. Lo-
gevall presents an excellent summary of the case he
made in Choosing War, demonstrating that Lyndon B.
Johnson’s public rationale for the Americanization of
the war was not even accepted by his administration’s
foreign policy leadership and that Johnson himself pos-
sessed grave doubts regarding the morality of sending
young Americans to die in a war he recognized as un-
winnable. The consequences we all know: a devastating
war that caused the deaths of over 58,000 Americans
and nearly two million Vietnamese while maiming
countless others. The economic consequences were
similarly dire; deficit spending to pay for the conflict
caused inflation that would ultimately force the United
States to abandon the gold standard and float the U.S.
dollar freely on the world market, effectively scuttling
the Bretton Woods economic system that had operated
since the end of World War II.

From Vietnam the book turns to Richard Nixon and
Henry Kissinger’s efforts to create détente with the So-
viet Union, open relations with China, and resolve the
Arab-Israeli conflict. It also chronicles the demise of
the Nixon presidency over the Watergate Hotel break-
in. Logevall and Craig examine the impact of Jimmy
Carter’s presidency and the importance he placed on
promoting human rights, an emphasis Carter primarily
conceived of to distinguish his foreign policy from the
realpolitik of the Nixon-Kissinger years. The narrative
focuses on the collapse of détente in the mid-1970s that
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