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Introduction: Nothing to Fear

The existence of Franklin Roosevelt relieved American liberals for a dozen years of the responsibility of thinking for themselves.

—Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., 19471

Felled by a sudden cerebral hemorrhage, Franklin Delano Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945, in one of his favorite places: his “Little White House,” in Warm Springs, Georgia. His demanding excursion to Yalta two months earlier had appeared to add years to his sickly complexion, provoking a constant state of anxiety in those around him and forcing the president to acknowledge publicly for the first time his own mortality. On March 1, 1945, in what would be his final address to Congress, in which he described—actually, vastly exaggerated—the achievements of his negotiations with Winston Churchill and Joseph Stalin, FDR finally put an end to his “splendid deception” and allowed himself to be taken in a wheelchair down the aisle to reach the lectern rather than lean on a friend or use crutches. “I hope that you will pardon me for the unusual posture of sitting down during the presentation of what I want to say,” he entreated, “but I know that you will realize that it makes it a lot easier for me in not having… legs; and also because… I have just completed a fourteen-thousand-mile trip.”

Sitting for an artist’s portrait barely six weeks later in Warm Springs, the president complained of a “terrific pain in the back of my head” and slumped down in his chair.2 He had to be carried out of the room and died later that afternoon. While it was a brain hemorrhage that killed him, a plethora of other ailments might have done so otherwise. His inability to focus on matters of state for more than two to four hours a day had come to limit his effectiveness, but the president had proved so adept at masking his infirmities during the 1944 election campaign that his personal physician, Dr. Ross McIntire, had confided in his diary, “It made me doubt my accuracy as a diagnostician.” In December of that year another doctor, Robert Duncan, had conducted a thorough examination and had given the president only a few months to live.3

Almost immediately after the reports of the president’s passing, large crowds began to descend on the White House. All across America entire communities mourned in churches, in synagogues, in union halls and bars, and in their homes. That night the Hotel Association of New York City forbade all music and dancing, and the Yankees and Dodgers games were called off out of a combination of grief, respect, and, undoubtedly, fear for the future.4 A day later half a million people crowded onto the streets of Washington, D.C., to view the coffin. They stood twenty or more deep along Pennsylvania Avenue, silently watching as first lady Eleanor Roosevelt rode in a black car behind the carriage carrying her husband’s coffin. A New York Times editorial spoke for many when it declared, “Men will thank God on their knees a hundred years from now that Franklin D. Roosevelt was in the White House.”5

What President Roosevelt left as his enduring legacy was the modern American welfare state, and with it the foundation of modern American liberalism. Americans looked to Roosevelt as a leader who had remembered the “forgotten man,” almost regardless of why, exactly, they happened to feel forgotten. While Franklin Roosevelt had enjoyed many enviable political talents, perhaps the most valuable of these was his uncanny ability to leave virtually everyone to whom he spoke—whether individually in the Oval Office or by the millions on radio—with the distinct impression that he had heard their concerns, valued their contributions, and had everything under control. Nearly sixty years after his death the journalist Bill Moyers recalled his father, Henry Moyers, an ordinary man who had dropped out of the fourth grade to pick cotton, voting for Franklin Roosevelt in four straight elections, and telling his son, “The President’s my friend.”6

Roosevelt appeared to many to be almost above politics, dismissing both supporters and opponents with an optimnistic “Fine! Fine! Fine!” at every turn7 as he refused to define himself ideologically or show his hand in advance. The intellectuals who constituted the early New Deal brain trust and the advisers with whom he surrounded himself during his later years often worried that FDR’s presidency lacked any form of consistency, whether with regard to policy or principles. To a considerable extent the New Deal was less a series of coherent policies than an expression of the philosophy of “bold, persistent experimentation” that FDR had celebrated early on in his presidency. But it was also a set of often ideologically incompatible proposals that competing advisers sent his way. Some argued for fiscal conservatism; others for antimonopoly efforts; still others for stronger public works and redistributing income and land more directly. A month after Roosevelt’s death, the liberal author Sidney Hertzberg lamented the manner in which the late president had become “for so many a household God” whose policy proposals they rarely scrutinized, criticized, categorized, or even considered with much thought.8

This president of the forgotten man had been born into America’s aristocracy, passing his youth with Swiss tutors; an overprotective, often coddling mother; and a father who, as the historian Alan Brinkley puts it, “sought to train his son in the life of a landowner and gentleman.” Raised as an Episcopalian, he attended Groton, Harvard, and Columbia Law School and followed a none-too-strenuous path to political success based on the connections of his family and friends, moving smoothly from the New York State Assembly to the Wilson administration during World War I to the governorship of New York before reaching the presidency.9

Once elected, Roosevelt betrayed his class with a zeal that surprised virtually everyone. While celebrating capitalism in principle, Roosevelt despised its American practitioners, whom he viewed as too shortsighted and parochial to recognize their own self-interest. He built the welfare state—but a peculiar version that attempted to balance the need for social solidarity and citizen sacrifice with the (often enforced) largesse of the ruling classes. He imposed, in the words of the historian William Leuchtenberg, “a welfare state on a capitalist foundation.”10

FDR was not entirely comfortable with the role of father of the modern labor movement, assigned to him by many, but with his support for the Wagner Act of 1935, which, though it excluded both domestic and agricultural workers to gain the support of southerners, unleashed grassroots organizing campaigns and fostered the growth of labor’s political muscle. With the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, he empowered American workers by offering them a labor-based democracy. Unions such as the United Auto Workers (UAW) gained power not just from their own organizing initiatives but also from a growing assurance that they finally had their government on their side.

In the blighted areas of southern Appalachia, he created the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), unleashing a massive public investment program that brought hydroelectric power to people who had never had electricity before. Even more significant was the TVA’s role in creating what its director, David Lilienthal, termed a new “grassroots democracy.” Lilienthal struggled to ensure that local citizens and governments participated in making decisions about the extension of dams and the distribution of electricity. Roosevelt described the TVA as the illustration of his belief that “big government need not be absentee government… that great national powers can be exercised as government at hand, at home, working with the people and their local governments where the people are.”11 In this respect FDR sought to unite distinct American values—for instance, an instinctive distaste for the dole (which he viewed as distinctly un-American and inimical to individual initiative)—with a belief in the power of community, collective care for others, and the importance of individual dignity in labor.12

When it came to ideology, the president spoke the language of Christian civics—basic teachings from the Bible—which could be used to justify America’s embarking on the largest expansion of federal power ever seen. FDR would personally chase the plutocrats from the temple of democracy. “Let us be frank in acknowledgment of the truth that many amongst us have made obeisance to Mammon, that the profits of speculation, the easy road without toil, have lured us from the old barricades. To return to higher standards we must abandon the false prophets and seek new leaders of our own choosing.”13 For Franklin Roosevelt, as for Lincoln before him, the nation was a spiritual entity. Asked by a reporter about his political philosophy, FDR replied, “Philosophy? I am a Christian and a Democrat—that’s all.”14

Here FDR was not only giving voice to the “simple” religious views of most Americans but was also paying tribute to the Social Gospel movement, embodied by those like the settlement house worker and suffragette Jane Addams (who was also an enormous influence on the thinking of Eleanor Roosevelt, who had spent a period of her youth working in the movement). It was characterized by the belief that Christianity’s teachings had to move outside of the churches and take a role in the implementation of social and welfare legislation. Christianity, Addams insisted, “cannot be proclaimed and instituted apart from the social life of the community… it must seek a simple and natural expression in the social organism itself.”15

Throughout his political career Roosevelt also drew upon a long tradition of political and social reform dating back to the late nineteenth century. His rhetoric—especially the dramatic tones of his 1936 campaign—reflected the spirit of the Populist revolt of the 1880s and 1890s, when America’s farmers rose up to resist the predatory practices of the banking classes and their punitive credit policies. Reaching further back, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., suggested that the origins of FDR’s liberalism could be found in Andrew Jackson’s desire to check the power of “privilege,” build up the influence of “the laboring classes,” and use the state “to restrain the power of the business community.”16

But FDR could never comfortably embrace Jacksonianism, with its nostalgia for a rural democracy of rustic producers, nor, as Schlesinger admitted, could he view with even remote consistency that tradition’s faith in states’ rights and its angry distrust of the federal government.17 To be a successful politician in tune with his times, Roosevelt needed a liberalism capable of both embracing and helping to shape the realities of industrial, urbanized capitalism and the modern state.18 When he did try to chart his political trajectory, he would draw from the Progressive activists of a generation before him who had struggled to rid American politics of special interests and the power of money (by creating direct primaries and the secret ballot), to nurture the cause of social justice for the poor, and to elect two of the most robust presidents in history, Theodore Roosevelt (1901–1909) and Woodrow Wilson (1913–1921), while at the same time holding out hope for a prosperous, peaceful future.19

Initially liberalism had been synonymous with a faith in reason, which had arisen out of the Enlightenment as a reaction to claims of divine rule by the clergy and royalty of the late Middle Ages. It found expression in the thoughts of many writers across Europe and the British Isles, including John Stuart Mill, John Locke, Baron de Montesquieu, Voltaire, David Hume, and Immanuel Kant, as well as in the political arguments of America’s founders, particularly Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine, and James Madison.20 Liberal freedoms were primarily freedoms of the mind: freedom of thought, of expression, of religion, and of self-invention without regard to the customs of caste, creed, or crown. Above all, liberalism implied both an ability and a responsibility of people to think for themselves, to create their own destinies, and to follow their own consciences. Examining the evolution of liberal belief since its founding, the liberal theologian Reinhold Niebuhr observed in an article published on July 4, 1955, in The New Republic, that liberalism in the broadest sense was characterized by a commitment “to free the individual from the traditional restraints of a society, to endow the ‘governed’ with the power of the franchise, to establish the principle of the ‘consent of the governed’ as the basis of political society; to challenge all hereditary privileges and traditional restraints upon human initiative.”21

Over the course of the nineteenth century, however, the traditional or “classical” understanding of liberalism came to represent a kind of conservatism, as powerful institutions (including, primarily, corporations and trusts) found ways to constrict the freedom of individuals through the onerous working conditions of early industrial factories while at the same time paying tribute to the liberal virtues of self-reliance and freedom to choose one’s own path to prosperity. To address these developments the great liberal philosopher John Dewey called upon liberals to rethink some of their most fundamental assumptions. Dewey defended the same Enlightenment-based liberalism of old but redefined it so as to allow its believers to adapt to contemporary conditions. Liberalism, he wrote:


came into use to denote a new spirit that grew and spread with the rise of democracy. It implied a new interest in the common man and a new sense that the common man, the representative of the great masses of human beings, had possibilities that had been kept under, that had not been allowed to develop, because of institutional and political conditions.… It was marked by a generous attitude, by sympathy for the underdog, for those who were not given a chance.… [And] it aimed at enlarging the scope of free action on the part of those who for ages had had no part in public affairs and no lot in the benefits secured by this participation.22



In his famous 1932 speech at the Commonwealth Club in San Francisco, Roosevelt expressed his admiration for Woodrow Wilson as a politician who “saw the situation” of industrial power “more clearly.”23 Even though, for political reasons, he needed to demonstrate his respect for his former boss and predecessor in office as America’s most recent Democratic president, FDR likely felt a greater affinity, as an example of the presidency, between his older cousin Teddy rather than Wilson. TR had been a rarity: a successful politician who was a genuine man of ideas (and a historian himself). He gravitated toward other such men, and in Herbert Croly, the founding editor of The New Republic, he found one able to articulate the kind of grand sweeping notion upon which he could not only base an entire political lifetime of proposed reform but even found a movement that almost succeeded in displacing the two established political parties.

The “promise” in Croly’s The Promise of American Life (1909) professed his belief that the United States would avoid the grotesque social and economic inequality found in Europe and could chart an independent course premised on its democratic faith. This faith was grounded in the Jeffersonian worldview, which was now being challenged by the closing of the frontier and the “concentration of economic power” in corporate trusts.24 Suddenly Alexander Hamilton’s vision of America as a future industrial powerhouse with a strong central government was looking a great deal more prophetic than the agrarian republic envisioned by his famous philosophical adversary. By the turn of the century, Croly reasoned, the only power capable of counteracting the transformation of the American economy would have to be national in scope, for the nation itself remained “the best machinery as yet developed for raising the level of human association.”25 But because he viewed the Hamiltonian tradition in American history as corrupted by its attachment to wealthy interests, particularly banking, he sought to employ Hamiltonian mechanisms in order to achieve a Jeffersonian vision of political equality: “The whole tendency of his programme,” he explained, “is to give a democratic meaning and purpose to the Hamiltonian tradition and method.”26 The result would be a new definition of the hallowed tradition of American individualism.

Teddy Roosevelt laid the building blocks of the modern activist presidency through his belief that the office represented the will of the nation.27 He made this point explicitly upon the passage of some of the most sweeping legislation in American history—the monitoring and regulation of the meat industry and drug trade—in 1906: “It is an absurdity to expect to eliminate the abuses in great corporations by State action. The National Government alone can deal adequately with these great corporations.”28 He did so in part by channeling populist rhetoric to mobilize the American people, deriding the “malefactors of great wealth” in ways that foreshadowed FDR’s chiding “economic royalists.”29 TR’s conception of “new nationalism”—the slogan for his run in 1912 as the candidate for the Progressive Party—also reflected a radical rethinking of liberalism, from which his younger cousin would later draw. In 1918, a year before he died, TR outlined a program of public works, hydroelectric power development, agricultural aid, pensions, and social insurance.30 From these, it was a short step to the New Deal.

Franklin Roosevelt drew on all these traditions when he gave his famous speech on the “Four Freedoms” in his 1941 State of the Union address. There he enumerated what he defined as the rights everyone “everywhere in the world” ought to enjoy. These were “freedom of speech and expression,” “freedom of every person to worship God in his own way,” “freedom from want,” and “freedom from fear.”31 Though it was hardly evident at the time, these foundational four freedoms proved the culmination of a far broader and significant intellectual project. As early as 1932 FDR had proclaimed, “Every man has a right to life, and this means that he has also a right to make a comfortable living.”32 No longer would freedom be defined simply as protection from or against the abusive powers of government—the central idea of classical liberalism. (The philosopher Isaiah Berlin famously defined this as “negative” freedom.) While FDR accepted the importance of protection from an overreaching government, he sought to create one that could provide “positive” freedoms as well. This radical reworking of the American creed could be seen in Roosevelt’s near-revolutionary State of the Union address—the last he delivered directly to Congress—on January 11, 1944, in which he called for a “Second Bill of Rights.”33 The key concept in this speech was “security,” which FDR now expanded to include almost all areas of life. “Essential to peace,” the president insisted, was “a decent standard of living for all individual men and women and children in all nations. Freedom from fear is eternally linked with freedom from want.” He demanded a “realistic tax law—which will tax all unreasonable profits, both individual and corporate, and reduce the ultimate cost of the war to our sons and daughters.” We “cannot be content,” he went on, “no matter how high that general standard of living may be, if some fraction of our people—whether it be one-third or one-fifth or one-tenth—is ill-fed, ill-clothed, ill-housed, and insecure.” Then he listed the new rights he now considered to be fundamental to the American way of life:


	The right to a useful and remunerative job in the industries or shops or farms or mines of the Nation.

	The right to earn enough to provide adequate food and clothing and recreation.

	The right of every farmer to raise and sell his products at a return which will give him and his family a decent living.

	The right of every businessman, large and small, to trade in an atmosphere of freedom from unfair competition and domination by monopolies at home or abroad.

	The right of every family to a decent home.

	The right to adequate medical care and the opportunity to achieve and enjoy good health.

	The right to adequate protection from the economic fears of old age, sickness, accident, and unemployment.

	The right to a good education.



FDR tied these rights to the struggle then underway to win the war. “America’s own rightful place in the world depends in large part upon how fully these and similar rights have been carried into practice for our citizens. For unless there is security here at home there cannot be lasting peace in the world.”34

Abroad, FDR hoped to replace traditional American unilateralism with what he called Americanism, a term he never really defined but that appeared to envision the slow, peaceful spread of the values of American-style democracy generally and the principles of the New Deal especially throughout the world.35 Knowing what he did about the internal politics of Congress and the fears and aspirations of the nation’s citizens, Roosevelt had always been careful to link his discussions of foreign policy issues to what he understood to be Americans’ understanding of their role in the world. Despite the nation’s long history of involvement in the global marketplace, the American people were new to the concept of diplomatic realpolitik. The country’s history until then had involved a counterproductive swing between viewing foreign policy as akin to commercially profitable missionary work and the equally implausible desire simply to withdraw from world affairs whenever foreigners failed to appreciate America’s plans to improve them. Their nation’s unique characteristics—buffer of two oceans, territory that encompassed a vast expanse of land, a dearth of powerful or hostile neighbors, and the idealism of a successful revolution against the British empire—had combined to create habits of mind that led Americans to believe that they could construct a world system based on what they considered their own universally applicable principles rather than on more traditional considerations of balances of power. Many Americans understood their role in history as a “chosen” people akin to the ancient Israelites, a tradition that harkened all the way back to the Puritans. Americans were confident that their revolution was a new “chapter in the history of man,” in Thomas Jefferson’ words.36 As the political philosopher Leo Strauss once noted: “The United States of America may be said to be the only country in the world which was founded in explicit opposition to Machiavellian principles.”37

Roosevelt evinced little sympathy for such sentiments. The president had already begun the process of postwar planning in a series of meetings with Churchill and Stalin in Tehran and Yalta and had dispatched his financial advisers to Bretton Woods to deal with the creation of new international economic institutions. Though he often paid rhetorical tribute to the realization of Woodrow Wilson’s dream to create a league of nations—now called the United Nations Organization (UNO)—Roosevelt was really interested in re-creating a modern-day Concert of Europe for the entire world, with each of the remaining four great powers responsible for maintaining order within its sphere of influence. Roosevelt remained at heart a realist who knew full well that the United States could not police the world, and that its people had no interest in trying to do so. For that reason—together with the fact that the Red Army was already occupying most of Central Europe, where the fiercest fighting of the war had taken place—the president felt he needed to secure whatever cooperation was possible from Stalin and the Soviet Union and do so in the language of universal peace and brotherhood.

Roosevelt viewed the creation of the UN Security Council as a potentially valuable institution for great power bargaining, accompanied by a “talking shop”—not unlike Wilson’s ill-fated League of Nations—to be called the General Assembly and open to all nations. He recognized the power and position of the Russians as well as the need to try to dampen the likelihood that they would exploit postwar instability and unrest. America’s only hope would be to try to ameliorate the problem as best it could through a mixture of economic carrots, military sticks, and traditional diplomacy.38 As the Roosevelt scholar Warren F. Kimball smartly observes, “Roosevelt believed that the USSR could become a reasonable member of international society, but only if it felt secure. That meant that the United States should not and would not threaten the Soviet system.”39 But such complex and sophisticated trade-offs would remain the secret provenance of Roosevelt and his closest advisers throughout the war.

The prewar world offered precious few clues about how to construct a suitable structure for postwar peace and prosperity. Nor did it prepare the nation to deal with the problem that was poised to become America’s most significant political fault line: the fact of legal apartheid in the South and de facto apartheid in the North. Despite the shimmering rhetoric of FDR’s “Four Freedoms” and “Second Bill of Rights” speeches, he did nothing to address the question of racial equality in the South. In fact, he was so fearful of losing the southern states that he declined to listen to those, including his wife, who insisted that he try to put an end to lynching. Numerous New Deal agricultural programs, including those overseen by his otherwise progressive secretary of agriculture, Henry Wallace, discriminated against blacks, were administered locally by racists, and did nothing to overturn or upset “local elites.”40 FDR knew full well that while southern “liberals” might look favorably on moves toward socioeconomic equality, they remained extremely reticent—at best—regarding race.

Black leaders, pledging themselves to the now famous “Double V” strategy of victory abroad and at home, were eager to leverage the idea that the war being fought abroad was bringing racial discrimination at home into a different light. Their patience, however, grew thin, and A. Philip Randolph, leader of the almost entirely black Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, called for an immediate end to discrimination in the armed forces and among defense contractors. Eleanor Roosevelt heard of his efforts and set up a meeting between him and her husband. When FDR failed to meet his demands, Randolph began organizing for a mass march on Washington, D.C., to embarrass the government into action. At their second meeting, the president asked, “Well, Phil, what do you want me to do?” Randolph told him to outlaw discrimination in war plants. “You know I can’t do that,” FDR protested, but he did precisely that: Executive Order 8802 addressed that issue and also created a Committee on Fair Employment Practice (COFEP) to monitor the situation and enforce the rules. It was a temporary and in many ways unsatisfactory compromise but one that set the stage for the expansion of freedoms and democracy in the future.41

Many drew confidence on this front from An American Dilemma, a much-celebrated multivolume 1944 study of the race problem by the Swedish scholar/politician Gunnar Myrdal. As Myrdal explained, the “American Creed” of democracy and equality was in conflict with the reality of black American lives. Negroes, he argued, were certain to become “more and more vociferous” in their demands that the nation live up to the promise of its rhetoric. Not only were whites behaving contrary to the spirit of their own Constitution and Bill of Rights in this regard, but also to “the American Creed, which is firmly rooted in the Americans’ hearts.” Not since Reconstruction, Myrdal wrote, “has there been more reason to anticipate fundamental changes in American race relations, changes which will involve a development toward American ideals.”42

Southern apartheid was anathema to northern liberals, but given the dependence of the New Deal political coalition on the cooperation of die-hard segregationist southern conservatives, no one could imagine just how, short of revolution, the status quo could be changed. The only potential salvation on the horizon seemed to be that graceful push coming from A. Philip Randolph—the nudge of conscience, the threat of embarrassment, the use of mass mobilization—coupled with the reaction of a leader who knew when a breaking point had been passed.

The president’s sudden death took those around him by surprise. It was Mrs. Roosevelt, wearing her pain valiantly, who broke the news to Harry Truman, who had been vice president for only eighty-two days. When he asked how he could help the first lady during her mourning, she reportedly said: “You’re the one who needs help.”43

At the time of the president’s passing, Truman had met with his predecessor only twice as vice president and never on substantial matters. And yet now he himself was president, and leader of the greatest wartime alliance in history; the de facto mayor, police chief, and first citizen of what The New Republic was calling the newly created “World-Capital-on-the-Potomac,” the most powerful nation the world had ever seen, boasting what Secretary of War Henry Stimson—the man who advised Truman to use it—would call “the most terrible weapon ever known in human history.”44 Truman addressed the American people in eloquent tones that balanced wariness and confidence: “Tragic fate has thrust upon us grave responsibilities. We must carry on. Our departed leader never looked backward. He looked forward and moved forward.” He knew that Americans would eventually look ahead, and he might have known that Roosevelt’s doctrine—the “Second Bill of Rights,” a New Deal for the world and for America’s own citizens—would have to be developed apart from the power of FDR’s personality. Liberalism was now, more than ever, on its own.

FDR had bequeathed a context in which postwar liberals would operate for years to come: an entire New Deal order made up of values and institutions that long outlived the president and his policies.

First and most obviously, he inspired the notion that American government might play a positive role in improving the lives of its citizens. Certainly postwar liberals held memories of a time before FDR when their eighteenth-and nineteenth-century predecessors defended the “rights” of an individual from egregious governmental intrusion. Indeed, the English philosopher Isaiah Berlin’s notions of negative freedoms remained central to the story of postwar liberalism.

While FDR had permanently changed Americans’ conception of rights, he never defined the boundaries of benevolent government intervention in the economy or individuals’ lives. Despite Americans’ historical aversion toward the trappings of a powerful central government, Roosevelt managed, in the crisis of the Depression, to provide an example for future generations to create collective initiatives aimed at social amelioration.45

Consider the New Deal infrastructure. Programs such as the Works Progress Administration (WPA), the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), and National Youth Administration (NYA) all provided models of how the government could do good, and personal experiences with them inspired the next generation of postwar liberals.46 For instance, Lyndon Johnson’s work in the NYA as a young man during the thirties influenced his building of the Great Society in the sixties, while the “public work” FDR initiated with the WPA and CCC reappeared in John Kennedy’s Peace Corps, the Great Society’s community action programs, and Bill Clinton’s AmeriCorps. Or consider wartime regulatory agencies such as the Office of Price Administration (OPA). Short-lived though it was, the OPA not only oversaw price ceilings and rationing but also provided a forum in which liberal economists like John Kenneth Galbraith could apply Keynesian ideals and test the government’s ability to nurture a sense of fair play under trying circumstances. Ideas about “full employment” and redistributive social policies—central to the story of postwar liberalism—would have been more difficult to craft if the OPA had never existed.

If FDR had not succeeded in generating a national consensus around his programs, liberalism, which had previously been relegated to the margins of American policies, would not have occupied the “center,” between the extremes of communism on the left and laissez-faire capitalism on the right. Liberal historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., recognized this as one of FDR’s key accomplishments: “The whole point of the New Deal lay in its faith in ‘the exercise of democracy,’ its belief in gradualness, its rejection of catastrophism, its denial of either-or, its indifference to ideology, its conviction that a managed and modified capitalist order achieved by piecemeal experiment could best combine personal freedom and economic growth.”47 Long before Bill Clinton’s presidency, FDR happily employed “triangulation” as a tool to achieve liberal legitimacy, playing himself off against Supreme Court conservatives on the one hand and socialist visionaries on the left. FDR inherited a party of the American southland and northern urban machines but helped to enlarge it, adding labor, the newer immigrants, Negroes, women, and intellectuals, among many others.48 Postwar liberals inherited this polyglot coalition just as the means by which it was held together—an unspoken agreement to ignore the conditions of apartheid in the American South—was coming undone. Liberals who sought to make progress on race were often forced to move their advocacy outside of the party itself into independent organizations, such as Americans for Democratic Action (ADA) or the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).

Postwar liberals also remained loyal to FDR’s belief in the importance of a strong labor movement as a key foundation for almost all forms of social progress. “Labor unions,” historian Mary McAuliffe explains, “had provided the mass constituency for the American left during the 1930s and early 1940s, for the Communist Party as well as for the liberal-labor New Deal coalition.”49 While the question of Communist sympathies loomed large in the labor movement, providing an opportunity for anti-Communist union leaders to define the left-wing borders of “responsible” liberalism in the postwar era, unions, and particularly the mighty United Auto Workers, led by Walter Reuther, fought not only for higher wages for their workers but also for social justice for blacks and other minorities.50

FDR also opened the gates for intellectuals to enter politics. He was no ideologue, but he assembled his brain trust and enjoyed listening to new ideas.51 During the war, for instance, he relied heavily on the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the Central Intelligence Agency’s (CIA) precursor, and on the intellectuals it employed to perform intelligence work necessary for military combat.52 More broadly, intellectuals started to mature—what historians have labeled a process of “deradicalization”—as they drifted away from the romanticism of the “Red Decade” of the 1930s. In a biographical sketch of Reinhold Niebuhr’s early years as a revolutionary socialist during the 1930s, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., describes how the man who would become liberalism’s most influential theologian had been unable to bring himself to vote for Franklin Roosevelt until 1944. Niebuhr found this history embarrassing. “My negative attitude towards Roosevelt is really a scandal considering that he elaborated a pragmatic approach which I should have appreciated long before I did,” he admitted.53 What matters here less is the tardiness of Niebuhr’s conversion, but rather the manner in which Roosevelt and the New Deal paved his path, just as it would for so many influential Jewish intellectuals, black intellectuals, playwrights, novelists, and other radicals who had previously viewed themselves to be living and working at the margins of mainstream society, in critical opposition to its central values.

FDR provided another keynote for the postwar period: liberals had international responsibilities. The war against fascism had excited liberals far more than conservatives or radicals of any persuasion, and they had come out of it with a hope and a belief in the importance of international cooperation, even transnational governance. But Roosevelt also bequeathed a legacy of realism: he inspired the creation of the United Nations but refused to cede to it the power and political independence that would have been necessary to allow it to act independently to preserve peace and punish transgressors. This strategy was a product of FDR’s own diplomatic approach, for while he engaged in typical give and take, often in secret, he lied about it to the country and pretended to transcend it in his speeches. He even misled his closest advisers—and, indeed, his own successor—so committed was he both to secrecy and freedom of action. At the time of his death, what shone most brightly about Franklin Roosevelt was his “first-rate character.” He naturally projected hope and self-confidence, a sense that one could, like the crippled president, overcome any obstacle if one demonstrated the right spirit. Americans had “nothing to fear but fear itself,” he told them, and to an amazing degree, they believed it. That was his gift to liberals, as well as his curse.
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Henry, Harry, and Eleanor:
Three Faces of Liberalism

A liberal is a man who is constantly and simultaneously being kicked in the teeth by the Commies and in the pants by the National Association of Manufacturers.

—Frank Sullivan, 1949

By August 10, 1945, Harry S. Truman had decided the war was over. Many of his advisers, including his secretary of state, James “Jimmy” Byrnes, wanted unconditional surrender from the Japanese, but the president had grown weary of the conflict, and by now the Japanese themselves knew they had been beaten and asked only to retain their emperor. On the advice of the secretary of war, Colonel Henry Stimson, the president told himself the world could live with a politically enfeebled Japanese emperor if it meant saving countless lives.

Just as he had done a week earlier when deciding to drop two atomic bombs on Japan, the president came to his momentous decision without, apparently, ever second-guessing himself. As he explained afterward to Anthony Eden: “I’m here to make decisions, and whether they prove right or wrong, I am going to make them.”1 Like Walt Whitman, Truman “contained multitudes.” He manifested a deep sense of political responsibility but also an enormous chip on his shoulder, and both his gruffness and his boldness would be defining elements of his presidency, for better or for worse. The journalist I. F. Stone admiringly described the new president as “devoted” and “decisive,” but also “humble about his own knowledge and capacities.”2 At 4:05 p.m. on Tuesday, August 14, the Japanese offered surrender, and the Swiss chargé d’affaires delivered the official text to the State Department two hours and five miutes later, owing to a mishap with its bicycle messenger. Within the hour, reporters were crowded into Truman’s office as the president, standing beside his desk and flanked by Byrnes, Chief of Staff Admiral William Leahy, and Bess, together with much of the cabinet, gave everyone the scoop. Truman, however, fudged the truth, promising the crowd the “full acceptance of the Potsdam Declaration, which specifies the unconditional surrender of Japan.”

The president later addressed the crowds gathering in Lafayette Square just outside the White House gates: “This is a great day, the day we’ve been waiting for. This is the day for free governments in the world. This is the day that fascism and police government ceases in the world.… We will need the help of all of you and I know we will get it.”3

This was a moment with few precedents: the deadliest conflict in human history had just ended, and to consider the career of the man responsible for this momentous achievement was to meditate on the mystery of history. At times Harry Truman appeared to have stepped out of Sinclair Lewis’s novel Babbitt. He was a Mason and a Shriner, a member in good standing of the American Legion and Veterans of Foreign Wars, and a farmer and small businessman.4 It was easy to paint him as a hayseed, especially in contrast to the easy aristocratic charmer FDR. But Truman’s career was marked by a meticulous consideration for politics and power.

A failed haberdasher rescued by a patronage job in a corrupt Kansas City political machine at the onset of the first Roosevelt administration, Truman owed pretty much his entire career to the fact that as a forty-year-old Army captain in World War I, he had impressed his fellow soldiers, including the son of the local political boss, Tom Pendergast. His rise from county judge to senator, once it began, had been a rapid one as Pendergast picked him each time as the least objectionable option—just as FDR would do in 1944. In his first senate election, in 1934, Truman rode “the Roosevelt wave,” and became Missouri’s junior senator, though one who was by and large ignored by the White House.5 “After six years in the Senate, he had no significant legislative initiative to his credit,” historian Robert Dallek recounts. And at the same time that Truman seemed to be pursuing a nonillustrious career, his patron, Pendergast, found himself facing a prison term on charges of tax evasion.6 Truman, now his own man, sought a second Senate term by positioning himself as a responsible reformer.

While FDR might not have been an intellectual in the manner of so many of his brain trusters, to a remarkable degree, the man chosen by him as his likely successor was his opposite. Truman actually took pride in his anti-intellectualism and treated those who did traffic in ideas as effete and untrustworthy. Not only did he speak a plain cornpone English, lacking in both gravitas and good grammar, he communicated a kind of nervous anger that led him to snap judgments and stubbornness about refusing to rethink them once he had made them.

Wholly unschooled in the ways of international diplomacy, the Missourian viewed global politics through the prism of his experience with the Kansas City machine that had launched his career. “If you understand Jackson County,” he once remarked, “you understand the world.”7 Joseph Stalin, he would likewise observe, was “as near like Tom Pendergast as any man” he knew;8 the Soviets were “like people from across the tracks whose manners were very bad.”9 Before becoming president, Truman’s best-known statement on foreign affairs had been “If we see Germany is winning we ought to help Russia, and if Russia is winning we ought to help Germany, and that way let them kill as many as possible.”10 As late as June 1948, long after Truman had directed the entire national security apparatus of the U.S. government toward a Cold War policy of opposing the Soviets at every turn, he told an assembled crowd, “I like Old Joe! He is a decent fellow. But Joe is a prisoner of the politburo. He can’t do what he wants to. He makes agreements, and if he could he would keep them; but the people who run the government are very specific in saying that he can’t keep them.”11

When the Democratic Party’s more conservative leaders, especially those from the South, objected to Roosevelt’s renaming the fiery liberal Wallace as vice president, the still unknown Truman was chosen at the 1944 convention as an unobjectionable compromise: a candidate who offended no one and inspired an equal number.

Though he had done so reluctantly, Roosevelt’s rejection of Wallace in favor of the largely unknown Truman remained an open wound for liberals. Most of them had nothing against Truman per se, but he was no Henry Wallace, and his ascension to the presidency was widely considered to be a lost opportunity of tragic proportions.12

The young Minnesota politician Hubert Humphrey spoke for many when, upon hearing of FDR’s death, he wrote Wallace, “How I wish you were at the helm.” Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., later recalled that “like many liberals,” he considered Wallace to be FDR’s ideological heir, a judgment he would soon regret. If Wallace had become president, Schlesinger would soon speculate in a special FDR issue of The New Republic, “The collapse of the New Deal might not have been so complete or so pathetic as it has been under Truman.”13

Henry Wallace was in most respects the polar opposite of both Roosevelt and Truman. While the two presidents were, each in his own way, men who enjoyed the company of other men, Wallace was shy. He was, as former underscretary of agriculture Gardner Jackson observed in The Atlantic Monthly, “ill at ease in public places, sloppy in his dress, tousled of hair, and completely incapable of small talk.” He seemed humorless, unable to “know how to have a belly-laugh—least of all at himself.”14 “I like Henry,” admitted his close friend and biographer Russell Lord, “but he certainly makes it hard to do so.”15

He ran for public office only once in his life before World War II, and that was as FDR’s vice president. “It’s hard to be a politician and be honest with yourself,” he said after he had retired. The fear of sacrificing his integrity often left him without options in the horse-trading world of American politics, and he regarded those who actually did the dirty work of actually getting things done as fallen: “Fascists” became his frequent term of derision, together with “Hitlerite,” a term he applied even to President Truman at one point.16

Before becoming a politician, Henry Wallace had been a scientist, a horticulturist, and most oddly, a dedicated disciple of a mystical White Russianguru. But he also remained a practicing Christian, deeply devoted to the Bible and, particularly, its prophets. He believed in prophecy and the search for ways, in his own words, “of bringing about the kingdom of heaven on earth.”17

As a combination Christian socialist and farmer-capitalist, Wallace rarely fit neatly into any ideological category. FDR admired him, explaining in 1940, “He’s not a mystic. He’s a philosopher. He’s got ideas.… He’ll help the people think.”18 A less charitable if more common viewpoint in Washington was given voice by the pundit Walter Lippmann, who criticized Wallace as a “prophet” who couldn’t relate to the “real world,” because he possessed none of the “intellectual resources to decide the issues and the emotional steadfastness and stability to endure responsibility.”19

Wallace was, in fact, as much a man of ideas as he was a man of action. As a young man, Wallace steeped himself in theory and theology. He began with William James’s writings on pragmatism and religion but then quickly shifted his attention toward one of the most revolutionary thinkers in America’s past, the economist and sociologist Thorstein Veblen. Veblen is perhaps best known for his theories of “conspicuous consumption,” a critique of how the ornate display of wealth projected the power of elites in industrializing America. But Wallace was equally inspired by Veblen’s writings on society’s increasing reliance upon technical experts—“engineers,” as he labeled them—and the control they were coming to exert over the scientific processes of advanced capitalist production. Veblen believed such expertise foretold a battle between production for public use versus that for private gain, waged by the “engineers” and the “capitalists.”20

Wallace applied Veblen’s teachings to the world of agriculture in his first book, Agricultural Prices (1920). He foresaw a transition toward a new form of economic production that involved more government regulation and, by result, further empowerment to “production engineers” and “statistical economists.”21 This was to be a peaceable revolution where regulation and planning would start to displace the capitalist hunt for short-term profit.

In New Frontiers (1934), which appeared a year after he became secretary of agriculture, Wallace wrote about the need to not “compete with each other for enough of this world’s goods” but to build what he called a “cooperative good life.”22 As the historian Richard Pells points out, Wallace appeared “hostile to individualism and competition” and in favor of “community, social responsibility, balance, centralization, cooperation, and control.” The historian Robert Westbrook describes the vision as one of a “rationalized society… managed in the public interest by expert planners.”23

For American intellectuals of the 1930s, capitalism seemed on the brink of self-destruction, and its demise represented a moment of revolutionary potential, not merely politically but socially, culturally, and intellectually. Many—even many non-Marxists—saw the Soviet Union not as an adversary but as a road to the future. Henry Wallace swam in these intellectual currents and carried them with him into Franklin Roosevelt’s White House.24

Wallace came to his cabinet job almost by inheritance, as his father had served as secretary of agriculture under Warren Harding. In that position under FDR, Henry Wallace oversaw programs aimed at improving agricultural prices by limiting supplies of goods in the market, a goal that dated back to the Populist Party of the 1890s. A Teddy Roosevelt Republican like his father, Wallace did not decide to become a Democrat until 1936, when FDR was preparing to run for his second term. When the president picked him as a running mate in 1940, he had begun his journey on a peaceful path away from laissez-faire capitalism toward a far more highly regulated social order.

Like Wallace, countless liberals, progressives, and socialists—including luminary independent thinkers and activists such as John Dewey, Walter Lippmann, and Upton Sinclair—threw their full weight behind U.S. entry into the war, which they regarded not only as a necessary battle against German autocracy but as an opportunity for America to move in a more progressive direction, one in which government would play a larger role in regulating the economy for the common good. John Dewey, who had no particular faith in militarism or war itself, argued—in his inimitably unwieldy prose—that the war could throw “into relief the public aspect of every social enterprise” and produce “instrumentalities for enforcing the public interest in all the agencies of modern production and exchange.” Dewey believed the war could do away with the “individualistic tradition,” as it demonstrated “the supremacy of public need over private possession.”25

As vice president, Wallace had offered liberals as grand a vision as any they had been offered in decades in his response to Henry Luce’s pronouncement of a new “American Century.”26 The founder of a growing magazine empire that already included Time, Life, and Fortune, Luce had answered FDR’s famous 1941 “Four Freedoms” speech with his declaration of the dawning of an “American Century” characterized by “a sharing with all people of our Bill of Rights, our Declaration of Independence, our Constitution, our magnificent industrial products, our technical skills.” Luce sketched out a vision of a future driven by “a passionate devotion to great American ideals… a love of freedom, a feeling for the equality of opportunity, a tradition of self-reliance and independence, and also of cooperation.” For, he continued, “we are the inheritors of all the great principles of Western civilization—above all Justice, the love of Truth, the ideal of Charity.… It now becomes our time to be the powerhouse from which the ideals spread throughout the world and do their mysterious work of lifting the life of mankind from the level of the beasts to what the Psalmist called a little lower than the angels.” It was America’s “manifest destiny,” he announced, to be “the Good Samaritan of the entire world.”27

Wallace’s May 1942 response became known as “The Century of the Common Man” speech, although its actual title was “The Price of Free World Victory.” Here he set aside the language of technocracy and turned instead to Christian civics and his love of prophecy. Like Luce—who had been raised in China, the son of Christian missionaries—Wallace, as Alan Brinkley notes, also steeped his response in scripture and defined America’s victory over evil as the center of a vision of a new, peaceful world. The basis of that victory was the principles embodied in Franklin Roosevelt’s “Four Freedoms” speech, which, as the president had proclaimed, were “at the very core of the revolution for which the United Nations have taken their stand.” And just as Luce’s vision of an American Century included American industrial abundance spreading throughout the world, Wallace likewise promised that “the peace must mean a better standard of living for the common man, not merely in the United States and England, but also in India, Russia, China, and Latin America—not merely in the United Nations, but also in Germany and Italy and Japan.”28 That speech established Wallace, in the admiring words of the editors of The New Republic, as “a statesman capable of the grand conceptions for which the world has never had a greater need.” His “lonely, eloquent words,” wrote the liberal pundit Marquis Childs, had expressed “the vague aspirations and desires that are in men’s hearts everywhere.”29

Henry Wallace had more than fresh ideas and committed institutions behind him as the war wound to its close; he also had the support of Eleanor Roosevelt. Not long after his famous speech calling for the elimination of “economic cartels, colonialism, social injustice, and poverty,” the first lady herself gave a speech in which she proposed “a partnership between those who work with their hands and those who work with their heads. They must all insist on their common interest because they are workers of the world.” Eleanor envisioned a postwar world with international aid programs, full employment, global free trade, and eventually, an end to proverty and war.30

Ironically, Eleanor had not approved of Wallace as her husband’s agriculture secretary, as she disliked Wallace’s farm programs and thought he could do more for rural blacks. (At one point he was heard to tell an aide that the New Deal might be “undertaking to do too much for the Negroes.”31) Once Wallace became vice president, though, he and Eleanor became close allies, if not close friends. She championed her husband’s decision to make Wallace his running mate in the 1940 election, and both Roosevelts viewed Wallace as a worthy successor to Franklin, given his strength with liberals, organized labor, and farmers. Upon choosing Wallace, the president said he sought to demonstrate that the Democratic Party had made “overwhelmingly clear its stand in favor of social progress and liberalism” and had not shaken off “all the shackles of control fastened upon it by the forces of conservatism, reaction, and appeasement.”32

Eleanor soon came to view Wallace as a kindred political soul, and she frequently asked the vice president to join her at speeches and other political functions. Like Wallace, Eleanor felt that Franklin had allowed Dr. Win the War to supplant Dr. New Deal. Her husband, she believed, was “no longer guided by warm human emotion.”33 FDR’s willingness to abandon Wallace for the compromise choice of Truman left Eleanor feeling even more depressed and dejected, but their mutual admiration had continued through the final year of her husband’s life. The day she moved out of the White House she wrote to him, “You are peculiarly fitted to carry on the ideals which were close to my husband’s heart.”34 Wallace, said Eleanor, had become “the outstanding symbol of liberalism in the United States.”35

And yet despite the privileged place he occupied in so many liberal hearts, Wallace’s influence on Truman from his perch as secretary of commerce—his consolation prize after losing the vice presidency in 1944—was negligible. The president thought Wallace a showboat, a dreamer, and far too eccentric to be trusted. And while it was not Truman’s fault that FDR and the party elders had picked him to replace Wallace as vice president, it surely did not endear him to Wallace, who thought Truman too easily swayed by conservative members in his administration.36

While Truman did consider himself a “liberal” when the occasion called for it, he had little affinity for those who worked and lived in that world. “There should be a real liberal party in this country, and I don’t mean a crackpot professional one,” he wrote in his diary in September 1945. “The opponents to liberalism and progress should join together in the party of the opposition.”37 And yet among Truman’s first acts as president was to replace almost all of Roosevelt’s veteran New Dealers—“the lowest form of politician,” he called them—with his own political cronies and allies.38 Within a year of FDR’s death, in fact, the only one left was Henry Wallace.

Truman’s and Wallace’s temperamental and policy differences should not be allowed to obscure their similarities. By the standards of the day, they were both undeniably liberals, and shared similar beliefs with regard to many of the most important problems facing the nation in the coming aftermath of the war: Could the regulation of the economy during wartime serve as a bridge to postwar economic justice? Could the entry of the government into the economic sphere continue apace amid demilitarization?

Following the 1942 election, conservatives in the Republican Party had begun to grow in number and in boldness, and by 1943 they had succeeded in eliminating a number of key New Deal programs, including the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), the Works Progress Administration (WPA), the Farm Security Administration (FSA), and the National Youth Administration (NYA). Truman fought back. On September 6, 1945, just days after the Japanese surrender, he went to Congress and delivered one of the most ambitious speeches ever given by an American president. Though most historians believe the Fair Deal was formally formulated much later, Truman insisted that “it was on that day and with this message that I first spelled out the details of the program of liberalism and progressivism which was to be the foundation of my administration.”

Truman’s outline that day included extending unemployment benefits and raising the minimum wage. From there he warned against lifting price controls instituted during the war and reluctantly explained that some rationing would remain as well, especially when necessary to provide goods to prevent starvation in war-ravaged Europe. He then spoke highly of the possibility of “a full production peacetime economy” and, citing FDR’s Second Bill of Rights, promised “a national reassertion of the right to work for every American citizen able and willing to work.” He also outlined a “universal training program” for the military, believing that conscription was fair in that it distributed sacrifice evenly across the American population. He ended with this vow: “I shall shortly communicate with the Congress recommending a national health program to provide adequate medical care for all Americans and to protect them from financial loss and hardships resulting from illness and accident.” And while civil rights was not an explicit part of this proposal, it was embedded in Truman’s belief that the best way to uplift the Negro position in society was to do so for all poor people.

As secretary of commerce, Henry Wallace likewise fought the conservative rollback effort with every weapon at his disposal. In 1945 he published another book of extraordinary vision, Sixty Million Jobs, in which he called for full employment and a balance between the free market and government activism. Tipping his hat to the new president, he argued that Harry Truman would make good on FDR’s Second Bill of Rights by fighting for such policies.39 Wallace did his best to turn the Commerce Department, usually a sleepy backwater whose secretaries were often patronage appointments, into what one historian called “a clearinghouse for economic planning and for the creation of a balanced full-employment economy and expanded world trade.”40

The first battle between the two men occurred over the innocuous-sounding but hotly contested bureaucratic base called the Office of Price Administration (OPA). Created in August 1941, it was charged with the responsibility of overseeing the wartime economy, setting price limits for consumers at home, and rationing to ensure that enough goods could be shipped to the men overseas. In 1942 the OPA announced the General Maximum Price Regulation—known as General Max—which set ceilings on prices based upon levels in March that year.

The OPA was headed originally by Leon Henderson, whom FDR once called “the toughest bastard in town,” but who left the job early in the war to be replaced, following a short interregnum, by Chester Bowles in 1943.41

Bowles was no radical, but he did have a vision of what the OPA could accomplish in the postwar world. In 1946 he authored a short pamphlet titled “Tomorrow Without Fear,” in which he argued for a strong role for government in the postwar American economy; though, paradoxically, he reasoned that“the firmer the commitment of the government, the less the government will be called upon actually to do.” As businessmen came to recognize that government infrastructure was bolstering the economy, their fear of investment—a fear that had paralyzed the country during the Depression—would dissipate. Bowles was crafty here, arguing for both more and less government intervention in the economy, depending on the
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