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Recent Nebraska history is relatively un-
explored territory. A quick look at back
issues of this journal will confirm this
observation. Like the history of many
other states, our recent past has at-
tracted little scholarly attention. And
this is true whether we are talking about
political, economic, or social develop-
ments. To be sure there are exceptions,
one of the most noteworthy being
Frederick Luebke’s 1990 article on the
Tiemann administration.! But as a prac-
tical matter, when approaching the last
half century of Nebraska history, the
prevailing tendency is to rely upon per-
sonal recollections, journalistic ac-
counts, or generalizations drawn from
national treatments. Such sources can
be very helpful; at the same time, they

are not an adequate substitute for schol- '

arly research in recent state history.

In this essay, [ look at three themes,
change, continuity, and context, which
are the stock in trade of historians every-
where, though I will be exploring them
within the relatively narrow confines of
two decades, the 1940s and 1950s.
There is no compelling logic in this
conceptualization. [ am simply taking
this opportunity to look at some facets
of Nebraska’s recent past and, in so do-
ing, to touch upon political, social, eco-
nomic, and cultural trends in a regional
context. This piece is really a call for fur-
ther research and, if I exaggerate a
point, neglect a topic, misread a trend,
or (perish the thought) malign a states-
man, perhaps such derelictions will pro-
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voke others to do a better job on those
and other subjects,

Many observers have commented on
the conservative nature of Nebraska
politics since the defeat of Senator
George Norris. There is, of course, no
quarreling with that generalization. The
eighty-one-year-old Norris was turned
out of office in 1942, defeated in a three-
way race by Kenneth Wherry.? From that
point on, conservative Republicans
dominated state government and the
Nebraska congressional delegation to
Washington. And with one exception,
the 1948 election of Omaha’s Eugene
(O'Sullivan in the Second District, that
was the story of Nebraska politics until
1958, when Democrat Ralph Brooks
won the governor’s mansion and his
party took two congressional seats.

Even then, the Democratic gains
proved temporary. Following Brooks’s
death in 1960, Democrat Frank Morrison
was elected to three two-year terms as
governor, and his party managed to win
another congressional race in the 1964
Goldwater debacle, when Democrats
carried the state in a presidential con-
test for the first (and still the only) time
since 1936. Nebraska was a conservative
stronghold from the 1940s well into the
1960s, as Republican domination of
state government and the election and
reelection of Congressmen and U.S.

Senators such as Karl Stefan, Howard

Buffett, Kenneth Wherry, Hugh Butler,
Carl Curtis and Roman Hruska testify.
Even Frank Morrison’s three terms as
governor support this assertion; at least
in that era, Morrison was a cautious and
conservative Democrat.?

But too much can be made of
Norris’s 1942 defeat as the beginning of
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this conservative trend. Norris himself
was an anomaly in Nebraska and na-
tional politics. His following at home
probably should not be interpreted as
general support for some of the posi-
tions he assumed in Washington. Per-
haps many Nebraskans supported him
because of their perception he was a
nuisance in the distant national capitol.
He had great prestige, even managing to
get a popular President of the United
States to campaign for him in 1936, but
it should be remembered that Norris,
running as an independent, won in a
three-way contest that year with less
than a majority of the vote, and he had
the backing of many Democrats over
the party's official nominee, Terry
Carpenter.®

Evidence of political conservatism
that predated Norris’s 1942 defeat can
be seen in the 1934 defeat of Congress-
man Edgar Howard, not to mention
Charley Bryan's two terms as governor
in the 1930s, or perhaps Democratic U.S.
Senator Edward Burke’s move to the
right after having been elected in 1934
as a New Deal supporter. FDR carried
Nebraska in 1932 and 1936, but never
again. New Deal governor Roy Cochran
thwarted Burke’s bid for a second term
in the U.S. Senate in the 1940 primary,
but Cochran himself was defeated by
Hugh Butler in the general election.®

Nebraska may or may not have been
“the most conservative state in the
union” as former U.S. Senator Carl Curtis
has claimed, but it is situated in the
heart of what was generally a politically
conservative region.” That is, Nebraska
voters were not uniquely tilted in a con-
servative direction in the 1940s and
1950s. Leaving North Dakota aside as a
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Nebraska’s all-Republican congressional delegation meets Boy Scouts visiting Washington, July 10, 1951.
(From left), Carl T. Curtis, first congressional district; Howard Buffett, second district; Senator Kenneth
Wherry; A. L. Miller, fourth district (at rear); Karl Stefan, third district; and Senator Hugh Butler. Stefan died
October 2, 1951, and Whernry died November 29, 1951. NSHS-PC0355-7608-248

special case, Nebraska's neighbors also
tended to opt for conservative politi-
cians. Democratic governors, Congress-
men, and U.S. Senators also were rare in
lowa, Kansas, and the Dakotas. The
story is a bit more complicated in North
Dakota due to the presence of the lib-
eral Nonpartisan League within the
ranks of the Republican Party in that
state, but even there one had tobe a
conservative to be elected as governor
in these years.®

A clear sign of a conservative politi-
cal tilt in this region was the passage of
right-to-work measures in Nebraska,
lowa, and the Dakotas in 1946-47. In all
four states this anti-union effort tri-
umphed prior to the passage of the 1947
Taft-Hartley Act nationally. And in South
Dakota and Nebraska, the union shop
ban was added to the state constitution
as well as to the statute book.? The ex-
planation for its adoption goes a long

way in explaining the region'’s political
conservatism in this era: Organized la-
bor was relatively weak in each of these
states and was unable to upset the right-
to-work drive. That also meant that the
labor vote normally was insufficient to
put more liberal or Democratic candi-
dates over the top in state-wide or con-
gressional elections.

Organized agriculture was a more im-
portant political force than organized la-
bor in these states. In the Dakotas, the
Farmers Union played a key role in rally-
ing what liberal strength there was.
Much of the time there, it was able to
persuade Republican senators to back
farm legislation. Karl Mundt of South
Dakota and Milton Young of North Da-
kota, right-wing Republicans, often
voted the right way on farm issues as far
as the Farmers Union was concerned.®
In the Dakotas the Farmers Union was
larger than the more conservative Farm
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Bureau, and that was the difference.

The Nebraska Farmers Union, how-
ever, was much more conservative than
its counterparts.in the Dakotas or lowa.
Its president was a Republican, and he
was out of step with the organization’s
national leadership. The Farm Bureau's
membership grew in Nebraska during
the 1940s and 1950s as well. Organized
agriculture in the Cornhusker State had
a distinctively conservative bent in the
post-World War Il years, which helped
insure the Republican ascendancy of
that era.!! In neighboring lowa, the
Farmers Union had left-wing leadership,
but was a small organization. The Farm
Bureau, on the other hand, had a large
membership and was quite influential
politically.

A much studied national political
topic of the post-World War Il years is
anti-Communism or McCarthyism. While
the two terms are not the same, it is not
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always easy to make distinctions be-
tween them, as there were few people
in public life in the cold war years who
were not anti-Communist. McCarthyism
itself was a bigger phenomenon than
the activities of the Wisconsin senator,
and many politicians and others were
charged with being Communists,
Communist sympathizers, or fellow
travellers.?

In Nebraska, Governor Val Peterson
told the press in late 1950 that he had
compiled a list of suspected
subversives, who were to be rounded

up in the event of a national emergency.

At the time, according to the FBI, there
were fewer than forty Communist Party
members in the entire state. As recently
as April of 1995 the Omaha World-Herald
defended Peterson’s list-making as a
prudent step.

Loyalty oaths became a popular de-
vice in this era. Nebraska, along with
many other states, opted for such a
measure, requiring all state employees
including those employed at the state
university and state colleges to sign in
order to keep their jobs. This require-
ment was enforced until the late 1960s,
when a secretary in the Department of
Philosophy at the university brought a

. lawsuit after being fired for noncompli-
ance. Numerous other examples of this
kind of behavior can be given.

On McCarthy himself, there is a
mixed report, He spoke in the state on
several occasions, and these appear-
ances were given quite a bit of attention
in the press.”s When a resolution to cen-
sure McCarthy was introduced in the
11.8. Senate in late 1954, Nebraska sena-
tors split on the issue. Roman Hruska
voted against the measure, and his fel-
low Republican Hazel Abel (who had
been elected to complete Dwight
Griswold’s term) supported it. South Da-
kota and [owa senators also split their
vote, while North Dakotans Milton
Young and William Langer stood by
McCarthy '8

Perhaps another example of Ne-
braska anti-Communist sentiment was
the failure of the left-wing Progressive
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LABOR SPEAKS

Why YOU Should NOT Sign the |

“Right to Work Petition”’

‘The Right to Work,” Is a False Slogan, Aimed at Influencing
Nebraskans to Vote for a VICIOUS UN-AMERICAN
AMENDMENT TOQO the STATE CONSTITUTION

WO KD WHAT ARE BEHID
THIS PROPOSITION

SEENING 0 DECHVE THE VOTERS
BY FALSE AlD MISLEADING
PROPAGAIDA

EVERY MAN HAS THE RIGHT 10
V/ORK AND EARN A LIVING FOR
HIS FAMILY.”

"HO UNION SHOULD HAVE THE
RIGHT 1O KEEP A MAR FROM
WORKING - - AND EARNING A
LVIG - - BECAUSE HE REFUSES
10 JOI A URIOR.”

"BY SIGHING THE PETITION YOU
ARE BROADCASTING TO IEDUSTRY
AND THE WORKERS THROUGH-
OUT THE RATION THAT REBRAS-
KA I3 FAIR 70 IRDUSTRY kD
WORKER ALIKE”

"THE FARMER BEMEFITS,” SAVS
THIS OUTHT.

Nebraska State Federaﬁnn
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The men and interests behind this effort to bust the

AT

Unlons are not “small business men.” The sponsors are

large employers secking to benefit themselves by low |

wages and allowing their employees no voice in wages,
hours or working conditions, They studiously avoid
naming the interests and financial contributions behind
the campaign.,

This outit calls its movement “The Right to Work.” No
labor unfon has ever denied a worker that right. Any
worker can work anywhere he pleases, for what wages
the employers may agree to pay, and for whatever hours

demanded, The unlon worker who has secured through

negotiations and contracta the benefits of unioniam will
not wotk with a non-union man who Is unwilling to share
in the expense of maintaining them,

So declares this union-busting outfit. Andit is as true as

Gospel writ. No union has ever denled it, But he has no A

moral right to do it at the expense of his fellow workers
whose sacrifices have secured the benefits labor now en-
joys,

Pettifogging at its worst, No unfon does it. All the unfon
requires s that a man shall bear his share of the expense
of securing and maintatning the benefits unions have s2-
cured, The man Is free to work where he pleases; the
union man merely refuses to work with him and pay the
“moocher’s” share of the expense. ) N

It would be difficult to condense as much misinformation
about anything in that number of words, It really would
be broadcasting to the world that the peaceful labor rela-
tions s0 long existing in Nebraska labor circles are to be
thrown into chaos and the union-busting, “open shop,”
low wage, long hour outfit left free to exploit labor as it
pleases,

“Because the ‘right to work’ amendment will be an atd
to industrial peace,” It will be exactly the opposite—it
will lead to industrial chaos, Underpaid labor is not the
farmer’s best customer, It is the well paid worker who
can best afford to purchase the farmer’s produce. The

of Labor
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Party campaign to even get its presiden-
tial candidate, Henry Wallace, on the

ballot in 1948, Nebraska was one of only

three states in the entire country where
this happened. Wallace had more sup-
port in lowa and the Dakotas; in North
Dakota, Quentin Burdick, who later
served in the U.S. Senate for thirty-two
years, had been active in the Wallace
campaign, as was Fred Stover, the presi-
dent of the lowa Farmers Union. The
contrast should not be exaggerated, but
a scholar who studied the 1948 Wallace
campaign later wrote that Nebraska
people who had been involved with this
effort were more frightened than any
others who were contacted.'”

The issue of Communism was one of
the flash points in the argument be-
tween the Nebraska Farmers Union and
the national leadership, which ulti-
mately kicked out the lowa affiliate be-
cause of its president’s opposition to the
Korean War. Ironically, the conservative
Nebraska organization opposed this
draconian measure, fearing the prece-
dent of expelling a state unit because it
dissented from the national leadership’s
position.

Similarly, the Red issue was a divisive
one within the ranks of organized labor,
especially packinghouse workers.
Omaha was the single largest packing
center in the region, but plants in lowa
and the Dakotas also were organized
(lowa having many more unionized
packinghouse workers than the North-
ern Plains states). The AFL's Amalgam-
ated Meat Cutters and Butcher Work-
men used the issue against its CIO rivals,
the United Packinghouse Workers of
America (UPWA).!® But it may have
been of more importance within the
UPWA itself.

In Omaha, where there were four
large locals, the leadership of the
Armour unit was outspokenly anti-
Communist. Realistically, there were
few Communists in the Omaha plants in
the late 1940s, but it was an issue
around which more conservative ele-
ments united in their disagreement with
the national leadership.' The point here
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is that even liberal groups such as CIO
packinghouse workers often were out-
spoken in their opposition to Commu-
nism. In lowa, however, there was more
left-wing sentiment within CIO unions,
and there were a number of Commu-
nists active in some UPWA and United
Farm Equipment Workers locals into the
1950s.

The 1940s and 1950s, in marked con-
trast with the Depression decade, were
prosperous years economically. Unprec-
edented government spending restored
prosperity during World War 11, and its
continuation and the pent up demand
for new homes, new cars, and the good
life in the postwar years helped perpetu-
ate it. Defense installations, the most sig-
nificant of which in the region was
Offutt Air Force Base, became major
economic assets.?® Although the Mis-
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, August 24, 1951.

souri Valley Authority (MVA) never was
adopted, its substitute, the Pick-Sloan
Plan, resulted in large scale construc-
tion of dams and other structures, U.S.
government construction projects
proved a boon to the region generally
and to construction workers specifically.
The labor movement, as already
mentioned, was not strong in Nebraska
and neighboring states, but it had re-
ceived a real boost during the war
years, which continued well into the
postwar era. The railroads, packing
plants, and telephone and trucking
companies were major employers, and
their workers were heavily unionized.
But the Nebraska labor movement was
not limited to these industries or to
Omaha and Lincoln, as there were
union members scattered across the
state. Organized labor had not been
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Strauss Brothers Lumber Company oﬁ’éred new homes |n a” Liaic?:ln subdrb, November 1952.

NSHS-M134-19521112:3

strong enough to defeat the right-to-
work crusade, but it often succeeded in
getting bigger paychecks for its mem-
bership in these years. As a practical
matter, right-to-work laws were more a
reflection of the relative political clout
of employers and unions than an ob-
stacle to unionization. These generaliza-
tions also apply to the rest of the region,
though perhaps to a lesser extent in the
Dakotas.?!

A major boost to the regional econ-
omy in the postwar era was home con-
struction. While suburban development
dated to the turn of the century, if not
before in Omaha, all of Nebraska’s cities
and larger towns experienced it in the
Jate 1940s and 1950s. Offutt Air Force
Base, for example, played a major role
in the growth of Bellevue. (The latest fig-
ures report that Bellevue has surpassed
Grand Island as the third-largest Ne-
braska city.)? Home ownership had
been a dream of many of the immi-
grants who settled in urban areas ear-
lier. In the 1950s, however, many of
their children and grandchildren moved
to the suburbs. Home construction, au-
tomobiles, and appliances helped drive
the postwar economy even in agricul-
tural states of this region.

Another important element in this
economic development was improved
educational opportunity. Thousands of
Nebraska veterans went to college on
the G.1. bill following World War H (and
the Korean War), which provided op-

BILL OF RIGHTS’
HELPS YOU

TO GET

1 EDUCATION AND JOB TR‘AIN:NG.‘
2 10B PLACEMENT SERVICE,

GUARANTEE OF HOME, BUSINESS, O‘R
FARM LOANS.

4 UNEMPLOYMENT COMPENSATION.

ASK YOUR COUNSELOR FOR MORE INFOR-
MATION ABOUT THESE BENEFITS.

A

NSHS Museum Collections
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portunity for higher education that
many would not have had otherwise. In
1946, for example, more than two-thirds
of the University of Nebraska’s 9,000 stu-
dents were veterans, a figure higher
than the national average.?® Expendi-
tures for higher education zoomed up-
ward in the postwar years, as faculty, ad-
ministration, students, and facilities
grew immensely. College increasingly
was seen as a basic right, and much
more emphasis was placed upon its de-
sirability in the 1940s and 1950s than
previously.

The interstate highway system also
was a boost to the state’s economy.
While the legislation dated to 1956,
most of the construction took place in
the 1960s. [-80 was not completed across
Nebraska until the early 1970s, and the
location of the route provoked contro-
versy. As with most economic decisions
there were winners and losers, and
towns and businesses on routes skipped
by the new highway clearly were hurt.
On the other hand, its construction
helped larger towns, and the businesses
located in them. Road construction gen-
erally was a big item in local and state
budgets in the postwar years, Farm-to-
market roads were paved or repaved,
and the highway department was a very
important agency of governmerit.

One of the painful realities for all
these states was demographic. Ne-
braska, the Dakotas, and Kansas lost
population in the 1930s, and none en-
joyed significant population increases in
the 1940s and 1950s. Urban centers such
as Des Moines, Sioux Falls, Fargo, Bis-
marck, Omaha, and Lincoln grew, but
small towns and rural areas have contin-
ued to lose population.” In mid-1961,
Ted Sorensen, a native Nebraskan then
on President John F. Kennedy's staff,
spoke in McCook on the occasion of the
commemoration of George Norris’s
100th birthday. His remarks were con-
troversial and much criticized at the
time. He lamented the state's education
system, saying at one point that Ne-
braska had become “a place to come
from or a place to die.”%

In retrospect, Sorensen had pin-
pointed a problem shared throughout
the region. Simply stated, one of
Nebraska's leading exports was its
youth, and that could be said of the Da-
kotas and Jowa as well. These states de-
voted a substantial amount of their fi-
nancial resources to educating people
who then moved elsewhere because of
limited job opportunities at home.

Theodore Sorensen. NSHS-K81:1

Sorensen at the time was arguing in fa-
vor of the allocation of more funds (and
implicitly for backing of legislation to
provide federal aid to education, which
Nebraska's congressional delegation
had steadfastly opposed). But his com-
ments hit a raw nerve. School consoli-
dation, state and federal aid to schools,
certification, and other measures lay in
the future.”

To this day, despite tax concessions,
tax exempt financing, and any number
of other incentives, neither Nebraska,
lowa, or the Dakotas have truly suc-
ceeded in their economic development
endeavors. The main reason why eco-
nomic development became so impor-
tant was the increased use of machinery
and technology in agriculture, Farm
population declined, while average
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farm size increased each time the calcu-
lation was made. In 1940 Nebraska had
121,000 farms with an average size of
391 acres; in 1950 it had 107,000 farms
with an average of 443 acres; in 1960 it
had 90,000 farms with an average of 528
acres.” Similar figures exist for the Da-
kotas and lowa. Increasingly, sons and
daughters moved to the larger towns
and cities, many of them leaving the
state or region altogether. The trend
continues with no break in sight.®

One extraordinarily important break-
through for rural areas in the postwar
era was rural electrification. To many,
the Rural Electrification Administration
(REA) was a New Deal program, which
it was, but as a practical matter much of
the countryside was not lit up until the
late 1940s or early 1950s. In 1930 less
than 10 percent of Nebraska farm
houses were hooked up to a power line.
The remainder either relied entirely on
a home generating unit or in most cases
went without electricity, As late as De-
cember of 1947 “only a-dismal 38 per
cent of Nebraska farms [were] receiving
electricity.” Only two other states in the
country, North and South Dakota, had a
lower percentage.

The big push for rural electrification
began in 1946, and great strides were
made over the next several years. By the
fall of 1954 more than 96 percent of Ne-
braska farms had electricity. While such
developments occurred somewhat
sooner in lowa, and somewhat later in
the Dakotas, they were similar to the Ne-
braska experience except that in Ne-
braska the projects were undertaken by
power districts rather than coopera-
tives.?® Rural electrification, along with
improved roads and schools (not to
mention the continuation of federal
farm program payments), helped make
rural life less different than life in urban
and suburban areas, but it did not inter-
rupt the exodus from the countryside,

Urban life has been important from
the beginning of white settlement in the
region. Omaha is the largest city in a
five state area consisting of Nebraska,
Iowa, the Dakotas, and Kansas, and de-
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spite its relative remoteness the city has
experienced many of the problems of
larger urban centers.?! Aside from
Omaha, few cities in the region had a
sizeable black population in the 1940s
and 1950s. Race relations there had
some low points, including a brutal
lynching and destruction of the court-
house in 1919.%

A large number of blacks worked in
Omaha’s packing plants, and the UPWA
tried with mixed success in the late
1940s and early 1950s to improve race
relations both within the union and in
the communities in which the plants
were located.®® In the same era, how-
ever, a small civil rights group, the De
Porres Club, undertook a campaign to
integrate lunch rooms and persuade
businesses to hire blacks. Composed of
both Creighton University students and
community people, this integrated
group met with some success. The local
Coca Cola Bottling Company, the
Omaha and Council Bluffs Street Ralil-
way Company, and the Reed Ice Cream
Company all hired blacks in the wake of
De Porres Club protests. This group also
was briefly affiliated with the Congress
of Racial Equality (CORE).* There was
civil rights activity in Des Moines and
Topeka as well, and the famous Brown
v. Board of Education decision, which
mandated racially integrated schools,
was a product of a National Association
of Colored People (NAACP) effort in
Topeka.

Women had obtained new job op-
portunities during the war years, includ-
ing work in defense plants such as the
Martin Bomber Plant in Bellevue. With
the end of the war, however, thousands
of them were laid off. They had been a
major source of labor in the packing in-
dustry for years, and continued to work
in the plants.® Over a period of time, the
numbers of women in the work force in-
creased in postwar years. In many
cases, the new homes and cars that
helped drive the postwar economy also
required two bread winners in the fam-
ily. More women went to college than
previously, as enrollments increased. In
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addition to improved job opportunities,
some women became more active in
other endeavors.

Mabel Gillespie, one of Nebraska’s
first woman legislators (1925-35) and a
board member of the Eastern Nebraska
Public Power District (1934-46), made
several attempts at higher office, losing
a bid for Congress as a Democrat in
1942.% In the mid-1950s, two Nebraska
women briefly served as U.S. Senators,
filling out the term of a man who died in
office. Republican Eve Bowring, a Sand
Hills rancher, was appointed by Gover-
nor Robert Crosby in April of 1954 after
Dwight Griswold’s death. Her appoint-
ment lasted until a replacement was
elected to complete Griswold’s term.
Ironically, Bowring served longer in the
U.S. Senate as an appointee than did
Hazel Abel, who was chosen by the vot-
ers for the two month term. Abel took
her seat just in time to participate in the
McCarthy censure deliberations, her
most noteworthy activity as a U.S. Sena-
tor. Subsequently, to help Carl Curtis
(who had been elected to a full six-year
term) gain seniority, Abel resigned her
seat a few days early. In 1960, at the age
of seventy-one, she made an unsuccess-
ful bid for the Republican gubernatorial
nomination.¥

One of the biggest developments in
postwar culture in the U.S, was the intro-
duction of television. It made a big
splash everywhere. In Nebraska televi-
sion was introduced in 1949, and it
came to play a role in homogenizing
American culture and diluting regional
and local differences in new ways.*
Along with more mobility provided by
improved transportation, including air
travel, television transformed a way of
life. Yet rural culture persisted, in part
due to work requirements on the farm
and distance (physical and otherwise)
from town, as did some ethnic cultures,
again insulated by social distance and
group reinforcement. If numbers were
sufficient, groups could continue a so-
cial life “among their own kind,” which
also was true for some in urban areas.

In some ways the years 1940-60 saw
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ALL NEBRASKA
BENEFITS

A

FROM NEBRASKA'S
PUBLIC POWER
AND IRRIGATION
PROGRAM

Working hand-in-hand with
other phases of Nebraska's
Public Power and Irriga-
tion program, Consumers
Public Power District pro-
vides low-cost electricity
for over 360 Nebraska com-
munities and over 5,500
farms.

It is strictly a Nebraska
institution, created under
an act of the Nebraska Leg-
islature, It is entirely self-
supporting and operated on
a non-profit basis, with all
benefits going to the people
it serves., From its reve-
nues, Consumers Public
Power District pays taxes
in the 70 Nebraska counties
in which it operates to help
support county, siate and
city functions and public
schools, from which farmer
and city folks alike benefit.
Cooperating in many ways
with the Rural Develop-
ment Program, Consumers
Public Power District is
dedicated io a more pro-
gressive Nebraska, with
easier farming, better liv-
ing and greater agricultural
and industrial develop-
ment, which means greater
benefits for all Nebraskans.
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the beginnings of modern Nebraska, but
there was still much to come in the next
three decades. Urban blight and unrest,
the decline of the packing and railroad
industries, increased problems for rural
areas and small towns, the revival of the
Democratic Party, increased civil rights
and equal opportunity concerns, and
expanded involvement of women in
public life, including the election of the
state's first woman governor, were some
of the important post-1960 develop-
ments. Others included rural school
consolidation, adoption of sales and in-
come taxes, expansion of the university
system to include campuses in Omaha
and Kearney, the emergence of collec-
tive bargaining in the public sector,

and an expanded role for the federal
government.”

Obviously, some of the develop-
ments that have helped shape the
present are even more recent than those
discussed in this essay. Thus Nebraska
historians have quite a bit of work to do,
and we can only hope that more of
them will turn to topics of the last half
century in their research.
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POLITICAL
CULTURE

Hazel H. Abel, elected fo the U.S. Sen-
ate in November 1954, {o fill the two-
month unexpired term of Dwight
Griswold. NSHS-P853

One topic not discussed in this essay
is that of political culture. Historians
and others have utilized this concept
in the study of politics. Michael P.
Malone and Dianne G. Dougherty, in
an impressive article on Montana’s
political history, have defined it as
“the configuration of ideas, attitudes,
biases, and emotional attachments
that characterize a political commu-
nity, whether that community is a
city, a state, or a nation.”! Political
culture also may be seen as the
ideological and institutional param-
eters in which partisan politics are
conducted.

Part of Nebraska’s political culture
involves an effort to balance the in-
fluence of Omaha versus the rest of
the state. Thus no person from

Omaha was elected governor in the
twentieth century until 1990 (and
then Ben Nelson “stressed his
McCook roots more than his resi-
dence in Omaha”), and one U.S.
Senator always has been from south
of the Platte River (though that im-
perative also may be overturned in
the 1996 senatorial election). This at-
tempt to limit Omaha’s influence
probably is related to a general east-
west divide in the state that extends
beyond politics.?

A newer feature of Nebraska's po-
litical culture is the appeal of a non-
partisan Unicameral. Despite calls for
change from both major parties at
times, this 1930s-era innovation is
well entrenched. To many observers
it is largely responsible for another
characteristic of Nebraska’s political
culture; the relative weakness of
party organizations (which is rein-
forced by the nonpartisan status of
mayors, and city council and school
board members.)

Yet another feature of Nebraska’s
political culture is its persistent local-
ism. While recent decades have wit-
nessed significant school consolida-
tion, Nebraska still has more school
districts than all but three other states
that have much larger populations.?
For further discussion on the concept
of political culture in this region, see
Daniel J. Elzar, “Political Culture on
the Plains,” Western Historical Quar-
terly 11 (July 1980): 261-83.—WCP
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