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This book is an updated version of a book that I published in 2014 entitled “Human Progress and American History, Part I: The Development of the American Social Welfare State from FDR to LBJ.”  While I still believe that work is the standard in the field, and the best work on American political theory, it was my first book and had to be edited for sentence clarity and to reflect changes in my thinking and changes in the world of American politics since 2014.  More than 10,000 words have been added to the present work, and to reflect more accurately the content of the book the title has been changed.  This work is truly an intellectual history as it deals with the ideas throughout human history regarding human progress.  It is a book of ideas, not merely a book about facts, events, and personalities.

As well there have been changes in my own thinking in the eight and a half years since the earlier edition of this work was published.  This would be most notably around the concept of neoliberalism.  Earlier I believed in the current liberal orthodoxy that “neoliberalism” was a radical change in American economic philosophy from the 1960’s.  But I discovered that the late 1970’s and 1980’s was not a radical change from the basic American economic philosophy that has existed since the birth of capitalism in America the late 1800’s.  I explain my arguments in this book.    
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This project had its genesis about ten years ago.  I was sitting with a friend discussing matters that I cannot recall at this time, and I raised the question, “How perfect can man make human society?  To what degree can you eliminate human suffering, eliminate social and economic injustice, and provide a beneficial experience for all humans throughout their life cycle?  Are there any limits to the liberal and progressive aspiration of eventually, through the power of human reason, to create a paradise on Earth for humanity?  I naturally then turned my thoughts to how these questions and the resulting ideas that they generate to American society and it’s recent economic and political developments, to examining the American mind and its culture, to see how the idea of social progress has been played out through concrete political and economic legislation.  In this book, I do this by mainly focusing on the legislative record of the American presidential administrations from Franklin Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson.  (Part II of this overall study will discuss the presidential administrations from Richard Nixon to Barack Obama.  Part III will be an in-depth examination of the cultural forces in American society that has led to its comparatively meagre welfare state.)  I also examine the social, economic, and political forces and ideas that were behind these proposals, to understand the American idea of social progress, and how this explains the current state of the American social welfare state.

America was a destination for the English Puritans fleeing religious persecution, but also, starting with European explorations by Christopher Columbus and others, was sought as a valuable destination for European nations to increase their power and gain access to more economic resources.  This time period also coincided with the intellectual revolutions in Europe that have been termed the Enlightenment, at which began the belief in the power of human reason to improve society, and, also taking place, a revolution in science, which was causing humans to reevaluate their place in the universe.  These scientific discoveries were taken up by political intellectuals as a call to challenge the existential fatalism of the Catholic Church, and to conclude that humans had the responsibility and ability to create a paradise on Earth for humanity, and there was no need to rely on the promises of an afterlife, which these scientific discoveries was only making increasingly doubtful.  So, the main political development of the Enlightenment was that political reformers began to challenge the divine right of kings, by aiming to lessen the influence of monarchal governments, and have them be replaced by representative assemblies, which, theoretically would be more interested in passing laws to respond to the social and economic needs of their constituents.  The American republic was formed in 1776, under strong influence by these ideas, but as we will see, the American concept of social progress and an attempt and a belief in creating a paradise on Earth was very much different from the general European concept.  But at least, the most powerful development from the Enlightenment, was the beginning of the Western attitude of the perception of the value of each human life, along with the belief that mankind had the ability to improve human life, and not be subject to the whims of nature or in the necessity of waiting for a good life in the hereafter as had been promised for centuries to Europeans by the Roman Catholic Church.  

This was a definite advance in the human experience over the millions of years of hominid existence that began in Africa, and the nearly 8,000 years of recorded human civilization.  Although some modern philosophers such as Rousseau, Nietzsche, and Heidegger have countered this idea, believing that the advent of civilization has not been beneficial but harmful to human life.  And the postmodern philosophers of the late twentieth century believed that man does not have the innate ability to acquire the knowledge that would be required to attain a Utopian existence.  The ancient Greeks began the intellectual opening in the Western world, and for our purposes in this book, debated the topic of what would be the best form of government for humans.  This was conducted mainly through the fundamentally conflicting political philosophies of Plato and Aristotle and launched the fundamental philosophical conflict between idealism and empiricism, that continues to this day.  And this is an epistemological problem.  Epistemology is the branch of philosophy that deals with the theory of knowledge, that is, how do humans acquire knowledge about themselves and the natural world, and what is the capacity of humans to acquire knowledge that represents a true representation of not only the nature of humans and their behavior, but all the natural world and indeed the whole universe.  

Idealism can have many definitions, but in general it is the philosophical belief that humans have the full capacity to understand themselves and human behavior as well as the nature of the universe and to develop this knowledge into an overall coherent theme.  And Plato believed that this knowledge could be used to create the ideal state, as he outlined in his dialogue “The Republic.”  Empiricists believe that reality or the nature of the universe is just too diverse, or protean, for humans ever to have complete knowledge of its reality.  So, they believe that it would be difficult to construct any kind of ideal human society in that humans can never fully acquire the needed understanding of the complexities of human beings and of nature, so any attempt to construct an ideal political state must fail in that reality can never fit nicely into any ideology.  This was the view of Plato’s student, Aristotle.  So political philosophy is ultimately the discussion of the nature of the human mind and its capability to acquire knowledge about reality, and for our purposes in this book, the ability of humans to use any knowledge about the nature of man and the natural world to develop a society that is most propitious for human prosperity.

The Enlightenment was the beginning of the dominant idea in the Western mind of the belief in the ability of the human mind to not only to understand nature, but to dominate it, and to direct it to human ends.  But this concept of nature is not a universal viewpoint around the world.  The whole Western concept of the intent and the necessity of the mind of man attempting to dominate nature is foreign to the mind of Eastern civilizations.  These cultures generally hold the idea not of the famous conception of the Western philosopher Rene Descartes of a natural reality of the human mind vs. the body, or more generally, the idea of the human mind being separate from the universe, but of the human mind and body as one and being united with all of nature and the rest of the cosmos.  As the astronomer Carl Sagan once said, “we are all star stuff,” referring to the fact that the elements that make up the human organism come from a supernova that had exploded eons ago. The Taoist conception from Eastern philosophy is that not only is the universe governed by the dynamic interplay of yin and yang, but that this same force resides in each individual human. The classic texts of Eastern philosophy such as the Tao Te Ching and the I Ching (The Book of Changes) all emphasize the belief that the universe is in a constant state of change.  It is the Western mind that seeks to discover or create a static state, whether in the utopian ideals of communism, or even in the less controversial ideas of the political scientist Francis Fukuyama.  He declared after the Cold War between America and the Soviets ended in 1991 that it was effectively the end of history and now the world would forever exist in a state of blissful democracy. Time would stop, as far as the political world was concerned. The whole concept of the idea of death in the Western mind in which a human has a soul and if his behavior is acceptable, will migrate to the afterlife is foreign to the Eastern mind.  In the West, the human ego is seen to be separate from nature, and this viewpoint creates in most humans a fear of isolation and powerlessness amidst the awesomeness of nature.  This results in the natural human desire to postpone the inevitability of death through science or with economic prosperity by way of capitalism.  Whoever has the most toys can never die!

Despite the intellectual opening that the ancient Greeks provided, and that the leading philosophers were asking fundamental questions about the nature of man and politics which are still with us today, their inquiries had its limits.  The Greeks were not really concerned about nor had a vision of the ideal of providing social and economic prosperity for all its citizens.  In fact, the Greek culture of not only Sparta but Athens could be quite warlike, and their culture was highly dependent on slaves, and women in effect were seen as inferior creatures.  The Greeks were quite pessimistic about the ability of humans to control their fate, as they believed that the gods held the ultimate control of their lives.  Today the ancient Greeks are celebrated in Western culture because they are seen as the originators of the political process called “democracy,” and the word itself is derived from the Greek language.  And “democracy” in its literal and pre-examined definition, is seen as a political process or a government, that is “run by the people.”  I will explore later how the word “democracy” should be defined, and how it relates to the development of a nation’s welfare state.  But for now, the political effect of the use of the word on a given population is to ideally convey the emotional effect that a government has been established that is for the good of the people, and, presumably, is looking out for the social and economic interests of every individual.

However, the ancient Greeks did not see “democracy” that way.  Plato believed that the ideal political structure for a nation was one that would be run by an elite class of philosopher kings, who would be above the factional conflicts that characterize human interactions, and, theoretically, be able to make disinterested decisions in the best interests of the whole nation.  So, Plato was against the theoretical definition of the word “democracy,” in that he believed that having too many, and therefore probably not enlightened, involved in a nation’s policy making, would be too unruly as to not serve the greater interests of the nation.  I say theoretical, because the common definition of the word “democracy” does not fit the reality of the actual political process that occurs in modern nations that call themselves democracies.  This is because of human group dynamics, the ultimate arbiter of human politics.  I will explore this dynamic at length later.  For Aristotle, a democracy would be too idealistic, and as an empiricist, he believed that an aristocracy was more stable and realistic based on the characteristics of human nature.  So, the ancient Greeks may have invented democracy, but they did not have a vision of reaching a social ideal of economic prosperity for all Greeks, such as you have in the dreams of the builders of the world’s welfare state today.  The Greeks were after political stability.

Here we have the separation of the political and the economic, in as far as they can be separate in any society.  This would be a distinguishing characteristic of Western nations, particularly with the arrival of the Industrial Revolution, when the role of a nation’s government in the capitalist economies to create desired social outcomes became a political issue.  This would be particularly true in American society, as we will see, where the development and contrast of the political and economic became most stark.  Other major Western capitalist nations were developing advanced social welfare states in the immediate aftermath of World War II, which involved delicate political action to affect social and economic outcomes.  On the other hand, American political leaders, reflecting American cultural values that just seemed to mesh with the values of individualistic free market capitalism, were more reluctant to intervene in the dynamics of the free market in order to affect social outcomes.  This even includes the supposed high times of American liberalism, the 1930’s and ‘40s, and the 1960’s. 

The concern for the economic prosperity of the individual was a direct result of the Enlightenment, with the concordant belief in the ability of human reason to create a paradise on Earth.  Scientific advances, particularly in astronomy and physics, made the powerful assertion that perhaps man was not at the center of a creator’s attention, and it was the responsibility of man to use his reason to ascertain the laws of nature and of man, and to direct this knowledge to eliminate human suffering and injustice, with the goal of effectively creating a paradise on Earth.

This belief of the Enlightenment of the value of each individual human life did not immediately translate into the conception of having the social goal of providing social and economic prosperity for everyone.  Like with the ancient Greeks, the early manifestation of the progressive ideas from the Enlightenment was in the realm of political reform.  This was led by political philosophers like John Locke and John Stuart Mill, who advocated the replacement of the monarchal form of government with a more rational, representative form of government.  The concept of the modern representative government was born, after lying dormant since the time of the Roman Empire, and before that, the ancient Greeks.  I do not use the word “democracy” here in describing this drive to establish representative governments because the common meaning of the word “democracy” does not describe the political reality of what occurs in even today’s modern representative governments.  I will explain my argument for this in detail later.  This drive toward representative government was abetted by the rise of the new class of industrialists, who sought access to a venue to pass laws to help them further their business interests.  In effect the businessmen had overtaken the monarchy.  And that exclusivity would become a problem later, as the laws that these business interests saw passed would allow them to construct large industrial factories.  This would lead to the exploitation of the labor in those factories, but these workers had little representation in the legislature to protect their interests.

This drive to establish representative governments in the Western world, after a break of two thousand years, was different than in the Ancient Greek or Roman experiences.  This was because the motive behind the establishment of modern representative governments was to further the social and economic prosperity of its citizens, at least this was the start to the evolution of today’s modern social welfare states.  The ancient Greeks were concerned with political stability and territorial conquest not human social progress.  

It was the rise of industrial capitalism and its attendant injustices that precipitated the call for social and economic reforms, which was the call from progressives to create a society of fairness and economic justice.  These issues were being ignored by legislatures as they were basically formed because of the demand of business interests against the monarchies, and they had no real interest in looking critically at any injustices that there may have been in their businesses.  This would lead to outside progressive activists to either seek reforms from the legislatures or even to demand that the whole economic and political system be changed to remedy these injustices. The most stark and ideological program to attempt to address the economic inequities of capitalism was the socialist criticism of the economic philosopher Karl Marx (1818-1883), whose ideas his followers would develop into Marxism.  This in practice would become the social, political and economic system known as Communism, in countries throughout the world.  These concepts were expounded in a tract written by Marx and his acolyte and sponsor, Fredric Engels, called “The Communist Manifesto.”  Marx would delineate his economic arguments for the necessity of a nation adopting communism with his classic book criticizing the capitalist economic order, “Das Capital.”

“The Communist Manifesto” was mainly a call to arms, highlighting the injustices of free market capitalism, and calling on workers around the world to unite, to form a dictatorship of the proletariat, and to take action to overthrow what Marx perceived as the exploitative industrial capitalists.  But Marx did not, ever describe what his socialist paradise would look like.  Perhaps it was his Neo-Hegelian rebellion, in response to the almost deterministic philosophy of the German philosopher Hegel.  Hegel believed that human history, through conflict, was leading to an apotheosis of the realization of Spirit through man. Spirit to Hegel was the intelligence that drives the universe and moves through man.  This intelligence is leading man to a condition where all human conflict is ended, and humans create a paradise on Earth.  All of this is a development of the Enlightenment and the Age of Ideology, an attempt at reductionism, to reduce reality to a certain number of basic principles. This was all in the spirit of the 19th century, driven by the belief in the ability to use human to create a better world, and more specifically, the desire to improve human life by addressing the inequities of industrialization.

Hegel believed in general forces, social, psychological, and political, that, through human conflict, would eventually lead mankind to a better world.  In his “Philosophy of History,” Hegel studied civilizations of the past, from the Middle East to what he called the Orient, and he drew the conclusion that all events in human history, the good and the bad, were necessary to lead humans to a better world.

But Karl Marx believed that the main force driving human life was economic, and based on class conflict, but he did not believe that it was leading to the Hegelian state of the end of history.  Which is contrary to the conventional view that Marx believed in the creation of a human utopia with a proletarian state.  Marx believed that it was part of the nature of humans to exploit other humans for economic benefit, and that the way to circumvent this was to create a proletarian state where the workers would overtake the exploiters, the capitalists.  Maybe this is why Marx never describes his socialist paradise, because he did not believe in one:  he believed that human nature had to be monitored, and the only way to prevent human economic exploitation was to circumvent it by interfering in what he believed was the natural human drive to exploit.

America as a nation was formed in the mid-1700’s, under a political system, at least in its structure, if not with any kind of social or ideological aspirations, that was a definite product of the Enlightenment, with the dominant belief in the power of human reason to create a better world.  Two of the most important beliefs of this era was the growing belief in the value of each human life, and the drive for political reform, meaning the drive to replace monarchal governments with representative ones.

In America, the spirit of the concern for the individual was seen in the general spirit of liberty as seen in the American colonist’s struggle with Great Britain as seen in the Declaration of Independence, and more specifically for the rights of individual Americans, the Bill of Rights provisions in the U.S. Constitution.  These provisions provided certain protections from unwarranted intrusions from the American central government.  But, as we will see in this study, this strong American belief or fear that their individual freedom might be taken away from them by a central government, has led Americans to construct a political structure-the U.S. Constitution-that does not really have as its goal, or at least even provide guidance toward, the desire to insure the social and economic prosperity of every American.  We will examine this development and see how it has affected and constrained any drive to construct an adequate American welfare state.   

Any nation’s constitution (if they have one) is a direct reflection of where the ultimate political power comes from in any society, which are a nation’s cultural values, and the origin of these values are the manifestations of human group dynamics.  The American founders did not believe in the perfectibility of human life or society.  This concept was to come shortly in the history of the Western world with the Age of Ideology and the 19th century.  This belief in human reason and the perfectibility of human society would reach its apotheosis in the historical inevitability of the Hegelian philosophy.  The American Founders pessimism about the positive capacity of human nature is reflected in the formation of the American governmental structure, with the checks and balances system, of which the Founders had hoped would check the perniciousness of political ambition.  The troubling factor is, when America has faced a crisis-economic, social, or political-the U.S. Constitution has given little direction, because most of its provisions are vague.  There are no concrete precepts outlining what social or economic goals that America should be trying to reach. 

This first began to become a problem in American society when the issue of slavery in the American South was not addressed by the American founders.  The structural limitations of the U.S. Constitution regarding giving Americans the ability to respond to national social problems also arose with the rise of industrial capitalism in America in the late 1800’s.  This nascent and raw industrial capitalism that resulted led to many economic and social injustices, such as child labor, twelve-hour workdays, and unsanitary work conditions.  And America would hit a full-blown economic crisis in the 1930’s that would lead to the Great Depression, with little guidance from the U.S. Constitution about what to do.

So, America was in the most severe economic crisis in its history, made possible by an American Constitution that abets naturalism in all its forms, including and perhaps most importantly, in the economic realm.  American business could pretty much grow to any size, and form alliances with related businesses to form trusts to ward off competition.  Also, a company could control a significant portion of its given market to create a monopoly, and with no real competition, effectively extorting the American consumer.  This rapacious business growth in the 1920’s led to the febrile speculation in the American stock market and the subsequent market crash.  Just another manifestation of the human belief that goes back centuries that boom times will last forever.  A similar, but thankfully less severe, crisis would occur in 2007 with what would be called the Great Recession.  However, this time it was the real estate market, whose housing price boom in the early 2000’s would lead to rampant speculation, and to boot, with the real estate market tumbling, you had a bunch of doomsday geniuses who had come up with the brilliant idea of credit default swaps.  These were insurance policies that promised to pay out premiums to sordid investors in the case of the unthinkable, the Black Swan event of a real estate collapse happened.  And when the market did crash the heavy demand for investors to be paid their premiums could not be met by the financial institutions leading many of them to be on the brink of insolvency. It was the general policy of the Bush ’43 administration to let a business fail, part of the “creative destruction” philosophy of the free market first articulated by the Harvard economist Joseph Schumpeter in the 1940’s.  The idea here is that a free market will naturally weed out those firms not strong enough to compete. So, in September of 2008 when the large Wall Street firm Lehman Brothers was in trouble, the Bush administration failed to bail out the firm.  But when other Wall Street giants began to face trouble, it became evident that this was a systemic problem, not just the weakness of one firm.  A general bailout of the big banks was needed.  U. S. Treasury Secretary Hank Paulson went to meet President Bush in the Oval Office to deliver him the stark news: the government must bail out large financial institutions or America was going to have another Great Depression.  And these bailouts would fire up populist political forces on the right and left, leading to the presidential candidacies of Bernie Sanders and Donald J. Trump.   

Until the presidential administrations of Woodrow Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt, there had been no federal effort to curb the business trusts and monopolies that had developed in America since industrialization, all abetted by the naturalism of the U.S. Constitution, which encourages alliances of all kinds with minimal constraints.  This, as I have said earlier, reflects the American cultural value of individual responsibility and the related fear of a central government having undue influence in American life.  This cultural factor, as I will mention throughout this book, is the central factor as to why America has not developed a strong welfare state to lessen the negative effects of free market capitalism on Americans quality of life.  This type of action is needed to enable America to become the world leader in important international quality of life measurements.

And still, at the height of the Great Depression in America, there emerged strong conservative opposition to Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal.  Even though, as we will see shortly when we discuss the Roosevelt administration, his proposals were anything but radical.  He would maintain an economic and political philosophy that would remain firmly rooted in capitalism and democracy.  But conservatives would radically misinterpret his intentions and what he would put into practice. (Liberals would misinterpret the FDR era with their own inaccuracies.) Conservatives strangely believed that the way out of the economic crisis was, surprisingly, to forgo federal government involvement in the economy, and rely on the free market that had gotten America into the economic crisis in the first place.  But most Democrats would believe the same thing.  

Even if there had been no Great Depression, America in the 1920’s was a land of great economic, social, and racial inequities.  The economic crisis of the 1930’s helped to bring the issue of the economic and social prosperity of every American into the national consciousness.  The concept of economic inequities and social fairness had entered the general American consciousness a bit earlier as a result of industrialization in the late 1800’s, and by the lobbying efforts of the social reformers of the Progressive era.  But the target of these reforms, at least in the presidential administrations of Woodrow Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt, had been the breakup of American business trusts and monopolies.  The economic and social devastation of the Great Depression gave FDR and his New Dealers a chance to begin the American social welfare state.  This was the beginning of a new focus, in contrast to the economic reforms of Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt that centered on the regulation of American business.  FDR began the process of the federal government assuming moderate responsibility for the economic and social sustenance of individual Americans.  This was begun, mainly, in 1935, with the establishment of Social Security, designed to help eliminate extreme poverty among the American elderly.

Elsewhere in the Western world, prompted by the injustices of capitalism, there was a movement by many European intellectuals and political leaders to seek remedies, and to perhaps reach that ideal of a paradise on Earth, as envisioned by many Enlightenment thinkers.  The most extreme of these proposed economic reforms was the concept of Communism, as espoused by the economist and philosopher Karl Marx.  He advocated the elimination of capitalism, at least as an economic system that is run for profit for this was seen by Marx as being exploitative of the workers labor surplus.  I believe Marx would be in favor of industrial production, if it was not run by an entrepreneur who had, in the strict sense of Adam Smith, only the profit motive in mind, and not the good of society as a whole.  In this way, Marx believed that Communism would eliminate the social and economic injustices of the Industrial Revolution.  In Germany, Otto Von Bismarck implemented what were the world’s first social welfare programs, motivated mainly to head off any appeal that the proposals of the radical social reformers might have to the people of Germany.  But as was seen in the social revolutions in Europe in 1948, conservative elements quickly quelled the progressive reform movements.

It was in the 1930’s, prompted by the Great Depression and the obvious failure of free market capitalism, that began the recognition among intellectuals and political leaders that capitalism, left to its own devices, was an economic system that was, by its very nature, too prone to booms and busts.  They saw that unaided capitalism was failing to provide the universal economic prosperity that should be expected for a modern nation.  There was even the belief among many in the Western world that capitalism was finished, and many, for example, called for U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt to suspend the U.S. Constitution and let himself assume dictatorial powers over the American economy.  Leaders in Germany and Italy formed Fascist regimes to deal with the economic and political uncertainty caused by the worldwide Great Depression of the 1930’s.  Russia, first under Lenin, then Stalin, turned to the collectivization of communism.  

America, however, despite the economic turmoil of the 1930’s, did not reach for succor in an ideological utopian scheme as did some European countries to deal with the crisis, but mainly stayed firmly in the camp of the free market economy.  Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal programs were meant to provide the American economy with economic stimulus, following the guidelines of the new theory of Keynesian economics.  British economist John Maynard Keynes, outlined his concepts in what was to be one of the most influential economic texts of the century, “The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money.”  In the book Keynes discussed his belief that an economic emergency such as the Great Depression was a problem of demand.  He believed that an economic downturn occurs when businesses do not have enough demand for their products, since this causes businesses to naturally produce less products, which in turn leads to the situation where there is less need for workers.  Keynes believed that a nation’s national government must step in, and pump money into the economic system to stimulate demand for businesses products.  this would in turn lead to more employment because (especially in the relatively low-tech era of the 1930’s) more workers would be needed to produce the new products, and these workers would then turn around and spend their wages, providing further stimulus.

However, Keynesian economic stimulus was never as effective as is commonly believed, either in the 1930’s and 1940’s, or even in the boom years of the 1960’s until the mid-1970’s.  The conventional wisdom among economists is that the old method of Keynesian economic stimulus was failing, as stagflation was running rampant in America, and the old Keynesian bag of tricks was ineffective. The truth is, Keynesian economic stimulus in America has always been relatively ineffective, or just not needed at all.  FDR’s New Deal economic stimulus did not move America out of economic depression, as for one thing, the New Deal stimulus accounted for a small percentage of overall American economic activity.  It was only the industrial buildup prompted by World War II that brought America out of the Great Depression.  Also, Keynesian economic stimulus in the post-war period was not needed, in that during the boom years for the American economy, from 1945 to 1975, American economic prosperity was driven by its exports, mainly to the devastated nations of Europe.  

The main point here, and the relationship of Keynesian economic stimulus to the development of the American welfare state, is that when American leaders in the 1930’s decided against the devastating ideological turn that some European nations took to deal with the economic crisis, and to remain firmly in the free market camp, there developed a crucial separation.  This was the division of the social function of American society, the national government, from the economic system.  For a necessary national American welfare state to form, there had to be better coordination between the social needs of Americans and America’s economic system.  As we will see, the American cultural values behind this political and economic stance will prove to be the key factor in the limited development of America’s social welfare state.  

After World War II, the political leaders of the devastated nations of Western Europe, became the world leaders in what became known as welfare economics, and their goal was to established social welfare states.  Why did the Europeans take this turn?  Maybe it was because of the devastation and human suffering from World War II seen on their very own soil.  Or perhaps because Europe was the birthplace of the Enlightenment and the belief in human progress.  The nations of Europe would eventually become nations of cradle-to-grave free market socialism, having found friendly ground in the birthplace of socialist ideals.  

Starting with the National Health Service established in Great Britain immediately after the war, these European nations began to develop welfare states that today lead the world in most of the significant human quality of life measurements such as life expectancy, low infant mortality rates, childcare and pregnancy leave, and generous unemployment benefits.  At the same time, American political leaders, amidst an unprecedented post-war economic boom, felt no real political pressure to establish social welfare programs on the scale that was occurring in Western Europe in the post-war period.  Two important American cultural factors have limited the development of its welfare state, as we will be reminded of throughout this study: First, the American exaltation of responsible individualism, the belief that every person has duty to make it on his own.  but as we will see, perhaps Americans are not the vaulted individualists that we claim to be, even when compared to those collectivist Europeans.  Americans have this strange combination of collective individualism, where there is a strong belief that their behavior must have the approval of the crowd.  They attempt to live their lives according to what the crowd believes that they should do.  They effectively compete to which of them will get that approval.  So, this kind of attitude effectively prevents the development of a sense of common interest that is necessary for the desire of a nation to develop a comprehensive welfare state to manifest. In effect, guilt is put on individuals who do not seem to measure up to the values of the crowd.  And the second related factor that has limited the American welfare state is the cultural belief that any social program coming from a central government will limit their personal freedom.  

An important sub-factor of American individualism that has led to the comparatively meager American social welfare state is that American social activism, and in particular the efforts to establish a progressive social welfare state in America in the last one hundred years, has been mainly about the dynamics of racial politics.  As it would happen, the first effort by the American national government to involve itself in American social- economic life and to address economic inequities, was when the North essentially endeavored to change the economic system in the South, which was significantly powered by black slave labor.  This effort was undertaken in the American Civil War (1861-1865) led by Abraham Lincoln.  Lincoln said that he was not interested in eliminating slavery in the states of the American South that were part of the original British colonies, just that he did not want it to expand in the American Midwest and to the new frontier out West.  Lincoln claimed that he went to war with the South not to eliminate slavery, but to keep the South from leaving the Union.  But since the South left the Union only because their economic way of life was threatened, Lincoln and the Northern states essentially initiated the Civil War to eliminate slavery.

So, President Abraham Lincoln initiated the first social welfare program in American history by eventually freeing the American slaves and enabling them, in theory, to improve their lives by having the freedom to sell their labor in the American free market.  But here is where the racial component comes in and illustrates the American cultural value of individualism.  Lincoln did not seek economic redress for people of all races that were facing economic hardship.  In fact, there never has been a time in American history where there was federal government action to redress economic inequities, since this would run counter to that American cultural belief in individual responsibility.  Lincoln’s actions can be seen as consistent with this American cultural value, in that his actions in the Civil War and through the Emancipation Proclamation were ideally intended to allow American blacks to become full individuals and to compete in the American marketplace.  In modern political parlance, American blacks were to be given the “opportunity” to succeed economically, which had been denied them in the South.

Subsequent American presidents who have sought to enact social welfare legislation have seen that racial politics have either forced them to limit their social welfare ambitions, or once some social welfare legislation was passed, racial components would initiate political consequences that would seem to counter the effectiveness of the programs.  Franklin Roosevelt had much more grand social welfare ambitions than just the temporary New Deal projects or the still kicking Social Security program.  He famously outlined his grand ambitions in a 3,339-word speech about the “Four Freedoms” on January 6, 1941.  FDR believed that any modern nation that is concerned about human rights must attain and secure these freedoms.  The four freedoms are: freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear.  That speech, and the social ideals that it set forth, will serve as a sort of template for this whole book.  It can be seen as a way of measuring America’s progress to the attainment of these ideals as measured by the composition of its social welfare state.  I do this by examining how far American presidents from FDR to Biden have taken America toward achieving these laudable goals.  Why focus on the American presidency?  Well American presidents must assume responsibility for articulating and seek to implement a vision that is helpful to all Americans on many different levels: economic, political, and social.  Can an American president do anything and everything? No, despite the public’s expectations and hype from the media who should know better.  The president has constitutional limits, but he has that bully pulpit.  If a president cannot set an agenda that is most beneficial to the American public, no one can.  Not even Oprah Winfrey.  But when presidents have sought to reach for big ambitions, they have faced significant political and cultural obstacles.   FDR wanted to establish a national health care plan in America but was thwarted in his ambition because of the opposition of Southern democrats who believed that any such program would benefit American blacks, and irrevocably change traditional American Southern culture.  Lyndon Johnson did manage to pass significant civil rights and other social legislation, although the Southern Democratic leaders who gave their support hardly did so enthusiastically, and this connection of racial politics and social welfare policy would lead to the Republican takeover of the South.  This would be fueled by white working-class resentment, and would contribute to the ushering in of a new conservative era in America in the late 1970’s.  Nixon, Reagan, and Clinton would later exploit this connection between race, poverty, and social programs for electoral advantage.

So that is what this book is about:  why America has not developed an adequate welfare state, at least as compared to the world leaders, as measured by the most significant quality of life measurements, the Europeans.  Also, it is important to examine why, despite America’s low performance on many international quality of life measurements, how an otherwise great and generous people and nation, continues to allow American cultural values to inhibit the necessary development of a strong and inclusive welfare state.  And by inclusive, I mean that it is important to examine the level of commitment to the development of social programs for Americans of all economic and social classes.

This book is not an ideological document meant to emphasize a definite political point of view, nor does it advocate any ideology or solution to solving America’s social and economic problems.  It is an in-depth investigation as to the facts of what has occurred in America over the last one hundred years regarding social welfare policies.  America is a great country, and in the coming pages I will be critical of its lack of a sufficiently developed welfare state.  But do not get me wrong I am grateful for American providing me with the best intellectual resources available. America has given me access to the best higher education available in the world, which began the process that led me to be able to write a book like this.  And in terms of American economic policy, I believe that it is a good thing for Americans to be able to achieve high levels of economic success.  It is just that when you examine the concept of human progress, anyone’s thoughts would naturally turn to material abundance, but moving humanity ahead in terms of human progress includes many other aspects, and some that many would consider more important than economics.  

The question that came to me that has been the motivation behind this study that I told you about at the beginning of the introduction-are there existential limits to how much progress that you can make in terms of improving human life-I believe would be of interest to conservatives as well as liberals.  I believe that humans will continue to make progress, even though in America it may not mean a radical development of its social welfare state.  Progress in America may just come in terms of technological development, which will enable those who can afford the latest devices or services to attain living standards that even the most prosperous among us today could not fathom.  Computers, tablets, and cell phones is where the main action is today in the world economy.  But with now the real danger of pandemics or climate change or any other sort of unexpected circumstance, it is important that humans continue the work of freeing ourselves from our biological dependency on this planet. Our best future will be to become robots with consciousness.  Freeing ourselves from biological death should continue to be goal number one.

There is the danger in the future that with the development of technology that the world will become bifurcated, with the nations with advanced technologies enjoying an advanced standard of living, while those less fortunate will be living a lifestyle that would not be much more advanced than Elizabethan England in the 1400’s.  It is certainly possible, that in one hundred years or less, these computers, spawned by their human fathers, will take over, and unfortunately, we humans may be relegated to slave status.  And all of what I will discuss in this study about the development of social welfare states in world history with the primary focus on America, will be moot, in that computers don’t compete over territory, mates, and economic resources. Or maybe HAL versus Robbie, or Alexa versus Siri.

I said earlier that this was not an ideological study.  What I meant was that this study is what I consider an honest and curious examination of the idea of human progress in world history, and to what degree perfection is attainable in human society.  And this book focuses on the attitudes that Americans have regarding the idea of improving human life.  It must be seen that these attitudes have been reflected in how much attention and necessity they have given to the construction of a welfare state.  Do they see it as not needed, that mankind can get along well now despite perhaps that last problem of eliminating human death?  But this just raises the question of the American tolerance for social injustice and just the plain refusal to see that there may be better alternatives than solely relying on the yet unrealized promises of the free market. But things happen for a reason.  This book examines the question of why America continues to rely on a system that is not providing the best results.  It examines the economic, political, and social forces as to why America continues this course.  But Americans are also part of humanity, and so this book also examines the parameters of human progress and the concept of perfectibility.  (And we would have to define what perfection is).  Humans are a part of nature, and the question is:  can humans somehow rise above themselves as natural organisms and manipulate nature and human society toward desired social and economic ends?

As I had discussed earlier, man’s desire to fathom the secrets of nature and to use this knowledge for human advantage is probably the most dominant philosophical concept in Western civilization since the scientific revolution and the Enlightenment.  For millennia, humans were victims of the vagaries of the Earth’s natural forces, until about 8,000 years ago.  Then humans began to use their intelligence to first control nature by domesticating livestock and developing agriculture, which enabled humans to build a food surplus, which led to an economic division of labor, and to the complexities of human society.

But there have been other forces other than economic that have been important to human development.  Religion has been an important part of human existence for thousands of years and has played an important role in how the Western mind has developed the idea of human progress in the last couple of hundred years.  Primitive man had a magical connection with nature.  These early humans had reached sufficient cognitive development to realize that they were amid powerful natural forces that were beyond his comprehension.  Early man knew that if he was going to increase his chances to survive in a dangerous world, he had to align himself with these forces.  So there arose the formation of gods and origin myths which were created by spiritual leaders to give guidance and explanations of natural phenomena to their populations.  There was no real thought of using the human mind and its intelligence to wrestle the fate of humans from the gods and to develop the concept that the gods were too unreliable.  These gods had still not eradicated suffering and injustice in human life, and there was still that pesky unsolvable problem of human death.

This all began to change in Europe with the coming of the scientific revolution and the Enlightenment.  As noted earlier, intellectuals and political leaders believed that man could improve human life, almost without limit.  The industrial revolution soon arrived, and it brought new economic prosperity to many, but it also brought a host of new problems.  So began the drive from progressive social reformers in the Western world to create a more fair and equitable society.

However, and this is the subject of the main investigation that I undertake in this work, there has never been a move by mainstream American political leaders to create an inclusive welfare state such has been developing in most parts of Europe in the post-World War II period.

This book will examine the politics and the economics of America’s social welfare policy from the presidential administrations of Franklin Roosevelt to Lyndon Johnson.  This is not a chronological history, nor does it include every person involved in the history of the development of America’s social welfare system.  But I believe that it is comprehensive, in that it deals with the major political, social, economic and philosophical issues surrounding the concept of human progress and its modern manifestation, the social welfare state.

This is a work of political philosophy, but don’t let that intimidate you.  It is a combination of the work of say an Isaiah Berlin and Bob Woodward book, in that it discusses the relevant political and economic events, but also the underlying ideas that drive economic and political events.  To paraphrase the French novelist Victor Hugo, ideas rule the world.  This book is meant for intelligent laymen, as well as specialists in the fields of philosophy, politics, economics, and sociology.

I am a political philosopher, but I also have thirty years of experience in practical American politics at all levels including running for elective office.  I have also been educated at several major American universities.  I believe that this background has given me the unusual experience of the practical and the ideological, resulting in the many original ideas that you will find in this work.  This includes in the areas of American culture and politics, the U.S. Constitution, neoliberalism, the current debate in America about income inequality, and American secondary educational reform, that you will read here.  American scholars, while good people, and they often write good books, but they are usually about the ideas of others.  Everyone has genius, and I am sure that every scholar could do original work if he were to look within and take time for reflection.  There is also a lot of humor in this book.  If you want a completely serious book, I am sure you know to pick up a book by Sarah Palin or another American Tea Party member.

I believe that this is the most comprehensive study available in this field.  Thanks for reading, and let’s get started! 
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Chapter One:  Franklin Roosevelt and The Beginning of The American Social Welfare State
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Ever since America was founded, there have been individuals who have wanted to make progress and create a better world.  It may be argued, along with freedom, that this idea has been a central idea in American culture from the beginning.  America was seen, from the European point of view, where someone could leave the Old World behind and create a new world.  This was seen in the Puritan’s idea to create “a city on a hill.”  (Of course, once the Puritans got to America, they seemed to carry some ideas or beliefs of the Old World with them as they created laws that were far from progressive in their own communities.  But that is a topic for another book.)                 

During the time of the American Revolution, Enlightenment ideas from the Old World found a new place where ideas about individual rights and political freedoms for more people could move from the theoretical to the practical. These included the beginning of more liberal ideas for the participation of more members of society in the decision-making and rule of a nation.     

The founding fathers of America took these ideas of the Enlightenment from such thinkers as Locke and Montesquieu and created a system that had a much broader political participation than a monarchy.  This does not mean that they intended to create a democracy in our modern meaning of the term.  Even though the U.S. Constitution contained, later, a Bill of Rights, the founders were concerned mainly about the concentration of political power in a single person or narrow range of people.  They were also concerned about control by the mob as much as by a king or a narrow segment of a country. That is why they created a checks and balances government.  Does this mean a country founded on high ideas saw a limit to how much human progress can be made by imperfect humans toward the creation of a better society? In a couple of words, yes.  The founders were in general wary about human nature, for as James Madison said, “If men were angels, there would be no need for government.” Here the American bias against government becomes evident as voiced by the Founders.  Can government and ambitious leaders ever be forces for good?  The Founders had deep doubts.  And this would become an important reason in subsequent centuries as to why America would fail to develop an adequate welfare state.  Jefferson was more for the average man than say John Adams, but the doubts about any divine presence in man were still there.  Were the founders right, is there a limit to how much progress can be made in human society given innate human nature?  There may be limits, but Americans can do more in creating needed social reforms for the simple reason that other countries have.  If it was against human nature to create a higher level of social cooperation than America now has, no country in the world would have a higher level of cooperation, but they do.  The standard model here is Europe.  But Europeans, being humans, can also have their dark side as well, as witnessed by the current right-wing populist movements in Hungary, France, and Germany.  After all, Europe was the center of many of the darkest periods of the twentieth century.  But it has experienced a remarkable turnaround and is now a model for the potential of human progress for the world.  Is this perhaps why Americans, in the 20th century created a meagre social safety net compared to Europe?  Do Americans know something about the limits of human nature that the Europeans miss?  This question about the potential limits of human progress due to human nature I will explore fully in another part of this study.      

Of course, the most important time period in American history in terms of individuals pressing for human progress (which I define as the attempt to create a society where everyone can live his best life possible) was the 20th century.  The reformers of the Progressive Era led to reforms in election law, labor law, children’s rights, environmental laws and others.  This was the era when reformers fought the evils (as perceived) of big business and the trusts.  These reforms reflected a certain optimism in human nature that reflected the still dominant belief among intellectuals, from the nineteenth century, that rationalism and the human mind could create a heaven on earth.  This optimism was shattered among many intellectuals after World War I and by the psychological theories of Sigmund Freud and his investigations into the human unconscious.  There appeared to be a somewhat innate dark side to human nature that was going to limit how much progress or perfection humans could create on earth.  Humans seemed like other primates, to be naturally prone to aggression and violence, and also, as the 20th century developed, prone to mass group behavior that led to the horrors of totalitarian regimes, exacerbated by the development of mass communication like radio and motion pictures.  In other parts of the world, leaders like Vladimir Lenin remained idealistic about creating a better world, ignited by the criticism of the industrial society by Karl Marx.  But Lenin and the Bolsheviks would instead turn Russia into a dictatorial, undemocratic police state.

In America, the Great Depression led progressive leaders to search for ideas with the goal of making progress in terms of creating a good life for everyone.  Seeing leftist and rightist movements arising in Europe and the U. S., American leaders like FDR sought to head off critics of capitalism by proposing laws to create a social safety net.  It is said that a major reason that FDR proposed Social Security was to head off the criticism of the leftist Senator from Louisiana, Huey Long, a potential rival for the American presidency.  But Long was assassinated on September 10, 1935, so some of the leftist pressure on FDR was relieved.  There was a communist movement in America, but it did not enter the mainstream American mind.  The social and political criticism of the folk singer Woody Guthrie and the novelist John Steinbeck had a particular cultural effect.  These men depicted the plight of the poorest Americans during the Depression years.  Also, FDR’s own personal transformation was a strong factor that formed his political views.  Born into a patrician background, Roosevelt experienced a disability which would make him more sensitive to the plight of the less fortunate. The Social Security Act of 1935 proposed modest financial benefits for older Americans, aimed at stopping elderly poverty.  Significantly, FDR did not really propose similar benefits for the younger parts of the population to fight poverty and destitution, other than the New Deal public work projects.  This narrow focus would be an unfortunate distinguishing characteristic of the American welfare state in the coming decades, particularly in comparison to world leaders like Western Europe, who created a much broader range of programs.  And this would include programs for individuals of all income groups.  World leaders in welfare economics also created a certain minimal level of subsistence, a type of guarantee, which has been another notable shortcoming of the American welfare state.

The first Social Security benefits were extremely modest at first and aimed at being as frugal as possible by setting the age requirements for benefits at a level at or slightly above the life expectancy at the time.  As well, Roosevelt sought to design the program the American way.  That is, he was aware of the political and cultural constraints of the time.  Leaders of any country are given a certain amount of latitude in their policies, because most people are followers.  But even democratically elected leaders can only go so far, particularly given political and cultural realities, before the people will rebel.  (Even kings, are, or were, politicians.)  The leader that gets too out in front of the people is left behind.  In the individualist American culture, where it is expected that able-bodied people must support themselves, Roosevelt correctly perceived that there would be little cultural and political support, beyond the ultra-liberals, for any program perceived as a government handout.  This was an important political strategy, not only for Social Security, but also for his New Deal programs, already a cultural shock to a country so intensely free market.  Roosevelt had to deftly maintain his political coalition of Northern liberals and Southern Democrats who mainly supported FDR’s unprecedented federal programs to deal with the emergency of the Great Depression.  But these political leaders knew that America was not Europe, where nations were turning to fascism and communism to deal with the worldwide Depression.  Europeans were more ideological; they were systematic thinkers, this was the land of Utopias, from Plato to Cervantes to the high ideals of the French Revolution.  The Enlightenment had led many Western intellectuals to believe, because of human reason and the growing knowledge and scientific advances, that humans could soon produce heaven on earth.  These ideas originated in Europe.  But Americans were the practical ones; this was the land of Ben Franklin and thrift, and rags to riches Horatio Alger stories.  There never has been a revolution in American history of one class against another, say the poor against the rich, or one purportedly to represent them, such as in Russia or China.  After all, Americans were Europeans who wanted to escape Europe, with its religious wars and crowding, and just the idea of limits, perhaps most importantly, geographical.  Americans wanted to escape the hyper-rationalism, because although knowledge and science were increasing, humans could never seem to answer the question of what life is and the problem of death seemed to be something science could not get around.  So why not hop on a boat, go to the New World, and if the pangs of mortality hit you, just go west and explore or create a business and become a millionaire.  Existentially, capitalism is an economic system designed to promise humans the conquering of death.  Humans, having overcome the basic subsistence existence that dogged them for thousands of years, can now through profit-making drug companies and the promise of making everyone a millionaire, defeat death.  After all, having that million, or the promise of the life you will have, can stave off nature’s course and just maybe you can live to be 150, and when the computers take over, maybe forever. Then you can go a few thousand years out of your way and vacation in Alpha Centauri.  The main point that I am trying to make, and I will explore this more later, is that American capitalism, with all of its positives, is based on ontological, spiritual, and epistemological inaccuracies (Did you understand all those big words?).  American capitalism as it is currently constructed cannot possibly provide a good quality of life for every American without some governmental involvement, but there is a huge national propaganda machine to perpetuate the myth that it can.  Europeans have recognized this and have used governmental programs to provide a stronger social safety net.  It seems that European rationalism has won out.    

Given this cultural background, you can see why Roosevelt made it clear that Social Security benefits would come from money paid into accounts by the beneficiaries, and not out of revenues coming from federal taxes and redistributed.  Roosevelt also proposed national health insurance, but did not really push too hard, as he rightly feared powerful interest groups like the medical profession, and Southern democrats, who were normally for Roosevelt’s progressive ideas, but feared that a national health care plan would of course benefit the poorest Americans, and these would typically be minorities or Negroes as American blacks were labeled back then.  Thus, Roosevelt’s proposal for a federal health program was up against a few powerful constraints: First, is the dominant American ideology, whether it is myth or fact of responsible individualism. I say this because in any human society, even in the most free-market and capitalist as the United States, people are dependent upon one another.  This goes for the richest tycoon to the poorest laborer.  When Roosevelt and the idealistic New Dealers began to propose federal programs to deal with the Great Depression and to address the systemic weaknesses of capitalism in what they thought would be in a long-term fashion, they also faced powerful opposition from conservative intellectuals who feared that Roosevelt’s programs would turn America into a Soviet collective.  

One of the most prominent of these intellectuals was the libertarian Ayn Rand.  A Russian émigré’, Rand was extremely critical of the New Deal, having lived through the evils of Soviet collectives.  She believed that Roosevelt’s unprecedented involvement by the federal government in American society would lead to the same loss of individuality and personal freedom as in Soviet Russia.  Rand developed the philosophy called Objectivism, in which through her novels and essays, she extolled the virtues of the strong individual who overcomes the forces of mass conformity and achieves fame and success.  (One of Rand’s young acolytes was a NYU student named Alan Greenspan, the former Federal Reserve chairman, who would attend long discussions with Rand at her Manhattan apartment.  Perhaps the liberal Manhattan elite had no clue as to what was happening in their midst.) I would like to say some things about this idea, some negative, and some positive.  First, as I said earlier, a lone individual in any society cannot get very far on his own, only maybe if you become a writer and decide to write books.  But seriously, Rand’s philosophy had struck a chord in certain parts of the American psyche because even if there is no de jure individualism there is, in the political arena a de facto individualism.  That is why, even today Rand’s philosophy finds resonance, particularly among the young, even with the current economic challenges.

What I mean by de facto individualism, is that in the political arena political leaders must, in effect, promise to the electorate that they will deliver the perfect world.  For example, no U.S. presidential candidate says that if you support him, he will pass your treasured legislation, only if he can get through complicated negotiations and get the support of Congress.  The political rhetoric is kept simple, not out of malice by the political leaders, but because of necessity, because probably the most important need in any human’s life is hope, the belief that the future will be better than the present. That is why political speeches are so important to voters.  But it is important to remember that they are abstractions and have very little resemblance to reality-the word is too protean for that.  And this opens the discussion about the limits of human language in describing reality, and for our purposes, the ability of constructing human welfare policy considering these limitations. The post-modernist political philosophers had something to say about this and human’s ability to create a progressive society, and I will discuss this topic in detail in a later part of this study on potential human limitations.

But this abstraction and hope can have negative consequences, particularly when it is linked up with the existential promise of American capitalism which as I said earlier, is the overcoming of death.  The promise of American capitalism is that everyone will eventually get rich and live forever. This is the national political abstraction.  But the reality is that the world is interdependent. It is the simple fact of capitalism that you have the business owner and then you have the support team.  Everyone can’t be the individualist business owner, and this is the main point that Rand and others with similar ideas miss, when you look at the negative aspects of her philosophy.  But the individualist abstraction persists in American society, and it has profound implications, and is reflected in our national preoccupation with sports, as well as our national K-12 education policy and how it relates to individual success.  I discuss this fully in part III of this study, where I discuss the American cultural factors that have influenced the development of its welfare state. The reality is that America needs to develop a social welfare state based upon the reality of human interdependence and not the false hope of individuality.  Europeans in the 20th century have seemed to assess this and counter the inherent flaws of capitalism and address social inequity with social intervention. 

As I said earlier, there are certain positive aspects to Rand’s philosophy, and highlights the best of the American economic culture, and similar systems around the world.  This is the fact that societies that develop a representative political system, or at least where there is a broad segment of the population that can vote, tend to have a power system where a broad segment of the population can enter the political elite and influence policy.  But it does not necessarily follow that a nominal democratic system will lead automatically to economic prosperity.  Probably the classic example today is the vaulted worlds-largest democracy, India.  It is a messy democratic system, and perhaps they are following the lead of the world’s current most powerful democracy and the U. S. Congress!  But despite this democracy, India remains poor, although this is expected to change in the next 30 years.  Another current example would be most of the countries of Latin America, where until countries began instituting transfer payments to the poor, most of the countries were poor and had dictatorships. And you can have capitalism, well at least, a form of state capitalism, without a high level of personal freedom and the best current example today is China.  But Ayn Rand would be happy to know, that despite being state-run, China has a few billionaires as a result of their own individual initiative.  As the ex-leader of China, Deng Xiaoping said around 1978 when asked about China’s economic system, if the cat catches mice, it doesn’t matter what color it is.  China has had the year of the cat now in terms of GDP growth for over 30 years.

How this relates to the positive aspects of Rand’s individualist philosophy is that she is accurate that men of genius, the true innovators and visionaries, now and in the past, must fight conformity and collectivist forces.  The examples from history are endless, from Jesus to Joan of Arc to Copernicus.  Being an individual and thinking for yourself just automatically takes you away from the lives of the common man.  But ironically, the visionaries end up making the lives of the common person better.  First, they hate you then they build a statue of you.  

In my own life, I am a firm believer in personal development programs to improve one’s life.  I would not have the self confidence in myself to believe in my ideas and the necessary steps and actions to produce this book, and hopefully add to your understanding of American political culture without them.  You might wonder in a book about the analysis of where America stands in the development of adequate social programs to improve American, and is somewhat critical, why not just advocate the same personal development regimen that I have as a general rule for American society. The reason is that I believe America does well when it allows individuals to form a vision of what they want in life and pursue it.  In the communist system of Soviet Russia, you could not do that.  And in the realm of economics, that usually means an individual forming his own business or entering a profession.  That’s all well and good, except that in the American capitalist system, and perhaps any capitalist system, everyone cannot be the entrepreneur, you need support staff.  So, this obvious fact runs directly counter to the American political abstraction that everyone can make it.  To ameliorate this problem, you need governmental intervention to see that the support staff is adequately taken care of, as is done in advanced welfare states around the world.  This is how the American individualism abstraction prevents the creation of an adequate social safety net.  It works like this in the American cultural and political psychology:  if you are not making it is your fault, so we don’t need strong social welfare programs.  However, even if every American had a college degree there still would not be enough good jobs for everyone. (I will explore this idea further in Part III when I discuss K-12 education, and how the rhetoric around reform continues this illusion and ignores this simple reality.)  

Conservative members of the American economic profession were also criticizing FDR’s New Deal ambitions.  During the time Roosevelt proposed his health care plan, and Social Security, and other New Deal programs, two libertarian economists, Milton Friedman and Friedrich Hayek, criticized Roosevelt and his Brains Trust for much the same reason as Ayn Rand.  But there was one difference: Rand was considered outside the mainstream, and a little kooky, while Friedman and Hayek were part of the supposed elite American academic community.  Here we see the problem of people relying on the judgement of credentialed elites.  Friedman was an economist at the University of Chicago, part of what became known as the Chicago School of Economics.  Their basic philosophy was that the way to economic prosperity in a country was through the free market, with only rudimentary government functions, like defense and police.  They believed that any further governmental involvement in social engineering would lead to a loss of freedom and the creation of a totalitarian state like the Soviet Union.  saw Roosevelt as the ultimate driver of this vision.  

This view was in direct contrast to the Roosevelt strategy of government stimulus, through the New Deal projects, that was to lead to economic demand and move America out of the Great Depression.  This was termed Keynesian stimulus, created by British economist John Maynard Keynes.  This was to be the dominant strategy that Western governments would use to stimulate economic growth until the mid-1970’s when this strategy failed to solve the dual problems of high inflation and high unemployment, known as stagflation.  Governments, particularly the U.S. and Great Britain, brought back conservative free-market economic policy, called neoliberalism, in the attempt to solve the economic problems, and this philosophy still dominates U.S. economic policy making today.  (Neoliberalism was not actually a radical departure from the general philosophy in American economic history, even from the 1930’s and 1960’s.  I have written several books on this topic.  For an in-depth discussion please refer to them.)  In Part II of this study, I will examine this philosophy in greater detail and its effect on American social welfare policy when I discuss its origins in the Jimmy Carter administration, and its full fruition beginning with the Reagan administration. 

There are a couple of problems with Friedman’s analysis of Roosevelt policies aimed at defeating the Great Depression.  First, if the unbridled free market was the way to economic prosperity, how did the Great Depression happen in the first place in an era of minimal governmental intervention in the American economy? There were obvious inherent flaws in capitalism, that alarmed intellectuals not only in the U.S., but around the world, and the unprecedented calamity brought on by the Great Depression only increased this realization.  There was a call for Roosevelt to become a dictator, to deal with “the emergency” as he termed it, or to adopt some sort of leftist planning scheme as in Soviet Russia, or to adopt a model like the rightist state involvement in Germany or Italy.  Many progressives saw the economic crisis as an opportunity to create a newer and more just America.  The crisis and Roosevelt’s optimism and idealism made many educated young people flock to the new administration in 1933 in the hope that the economic crisis would become an opportunity to remake America in terms of some of the ideals of the earlier Progressive Era, and they wanted to be part of it.  (It was part of the tension between what the liberal intellectuals desired, and the actual realities of the broader American cultural factors that would become very evident during this time period.  I will discuss the American cultural world and its effect on progress and social welfare policy in detail in Part III of this study.)  During this time period, several prominent American intellectuals, including the muckraker Lincoln Steffens and a founder of The New Republic magazine Herbert Croly travelled to the Soviet Union, met with Stalin, and came back with rave reviews, and believed that socialism was the way for the future.  (This was before the news of the concentration camps became known when most liberal Americans withdrew their support for the Soviet regime.)  But Roosevelt was aware of the cultural realities in America, as mentioned earlier, and that Americans would not support broad-based solutions involving central government planning.  Therefore, he was quick to emphasize that his New Deal programs were well within his present constitutional authority and had Congressional approval.  So, America had to do something in the 30’s, because contrary to the free-market ideas of Friedman and Hayek, capitalism would not have corrected itself.  In their view, eventually business inventories would become depleted, and American business would start producing products again because of market demand, and thus create the need for new employees. But this would not have worked in such a deep crisis, and regardless, America needed humane reforms to its economic and social order.  Even the founder of capitalism, Adam Smith, whose book “The Wealth of Nations”, written in 1776, provided a blueprint and inspiration for the development of capitalism, was acutely aware of the limitations of capitalism.  In a lesser-known work, “A Theory of Moral Sentiments”, Smith emphasized the belief that for all its benefits, capitalism could not provide all the necessary social benefits for a broadly prosperous society.  But for Friedman to worry that in the 1930’s, or for that matter any other period so far in American history, that American governmental involvement in the economy would reach pernicious levels and so threaten the essential capitalist system or interfere with personal freedom and become an ideological totalitarian state, was strange and naïve.  The New Deal programs had a comparative little effect on the American capitalist system, in that at no point did the American government take over leadership or ownership of private business in any significant way.  At the height of the Depression, 75% of Americans were still working, with the majority not in government-sponsored New Deal stimulus programs.  

Roosevelt had to throw out the current economic orthodoxy on how to solve economic problems, which was really an economic philosophy of laissez-faire and stock market speculation, because that is what brought the Great Depression to America.  Roosevelt had stated that he was willing to experiment with different approaches to solve the national economic emergency.  The Roosevelt administration decided upon the new Keynesian model of using central government stimulus to deal with lack of consumer demand and thus low manufacturing productivity, and then low employment levels.  This would be the first time in world history that such a stimulus would be attempted, as no one could have foreseen that the massive negative consequences of the Great Depression were at all possible from the vanguard of economic movements, capitalism.  It was certainly not foreseen by the great seer, Adam Smith.  So, Keynes, attuned to the worldwide zeitgeist and as happens so often in world history, designed a plausible solution to America’s economic situation.   And this was mainly how to solve the political and social problem of unemployment.  Prior to the emergency of the 1930’s the American federal government was quite small compared to the giant it is today, and certainly did not have the financial resources, or more importantly, any kind of broad social and political support for a federal government to be involved in interventionist social responsibilities.  But, as industrialization in America really started to transform America in the late 1800’s, and Americans began to move from a farming lifestyle to an urban one, millions migrated to cities in search of work in industry.  Around this time, it became apparent to Progressives about the abuses and excesses of an unbridled free-enterprise system.  There were some reforms enacted to curtail business abuse, including anti-trust laws, safety provisions, child labor laws, and others.  But federal government involvement in the American economy was quite small, at least not enough to regulate and prevent the irrational speculation of the 1920’s, which led to the financial collapse in October 1929. 

The creation of the Federal Reserve System in 1914 to regulate private banking was an important step in the responsibility of the federal government to monitor the economy, although conservatives then and now are critical for various reasons.  But the newly created Federal Reserve did not have the extensive reach into America’s banking system that it does today.  And, like today, banks had the ability to act as investment banks, and with stock speculation it was easy for banks to overextend themselves with credit.  And like all boom times (like the real estate boom in 2007), there is the belief that the good times will last forever, and America’s banks were willing to provide the warm water to fuel the stock market hurricane of the 1920’s.  Franklin Roosevelt and Congress tried to prevent this banking disaster from happening again by passing the Glass-Steagall Act in June 1933 which forbid banks from acting as investment banks and participating in the market speculation that led to the Great Depression.  

The federal government expanded under the idealist Woodrow Wilson, but the federal government did not take on the responsibility to intervene in the American economic system in a way that endeavored to take responsibility for the welfare of each American.  Woodrow Wilson, like Theodore Roosevelt before him, acted to curb business collisions, in response to the demands of a Progressive era social reformers.  America had a high poverty rate at time, but there was no effort by the American federal government to intervene and provide economic assistance for unfortunate Americans.  There was still that dominant belief in American culture that capitalism had it within itself the capability to provide an adequate level of prosperity for all Americans.  All that had to be done was that American businesses conduct themselves in a fair manner.  Even the social reformers of the Progressive era believed in the efficacy of capitalism, only that business must be monitored by the federal government to ensure fair competition, and to pass laws that required workplace safety.   As Henry Kissinger famously said about dealing with Europe, who do I call?  The same could be said about the potential involvement by American culture in ensuring prosperity for individual Americans, as the federal government was just not at a level where it could perform that function until the 1930’s and 40’s.  There was no one held responsible or even thought to be responsible for the overall prosperity of American society.  There was just an amalgamation of thousands of businesses acting independently.  Yet still, the dominant belief was that private business in a free-enterprise system was the way to prosperity.  But Roosevelt, with Social Security, began the idea of the social responsibility of the American federal government to help individual Americans.   

But Roosevelt’s main response to the emergency, as I said earlier, was Keynesian economic stimulus, in order to stimulate demand and lead to more factory orders and thus employment.  It is now conventional wisdom that the New Deal did not end the Great Depression.  The American economic recovery was stimulated by the military spending and the industrial mobilization initiated by the American involvement in World War II.  And yet Keynesian economics is loved by liberal reformers, perhaps most famously exemplified in the Roosevelt administration by the liberal Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith, who was put in charge of price control during the New Deal.   Galbraith would go on to espouse the belief throughout his long life that federal government spending could be used to solve American social problems.  And later in his life, Galbraith would go on the road with Milton Freidman, visiting college campuses and debating the merits of monetarist versus Keynesian economics.  Despite the liberal hype and hopes, Keynesian economic stimulus was probably never as effective in practice as it was in theory in stimulating the economic recovery in America.  The post-war economic boom experienced by the American economy was caused by American business utilizing the economic industrial power built during World War II and by using it to sell any number of consumer products to countries, particularly Western Europe, devastated by the war and with little industrial power of their own, willing to take a chance and buy American products.  The Keynesian program of economic stimulus was useless in the next major American economic crisis, the stagflation of the mid to late 1970’s.  What happened next in the economic life of America has been greatly mischaracterized, particularly by liberals.  The next two sentences sum up the conventional view of the economic climate in America in the late 1970’s: “Political leaders in the 1970’s were seduced by the astonishing reemergence of the discredited unregulated free market ideas from the 1930’s, most famously espoused by the Chicago School of Economics, whose most prominent ideologue was Milton Friedman.  This was termed neoliberalism and remains the most dominant economic theory subscribed to by American national political leaders today.”  If you are reading or listening to a book of this nature, I am sure that you have heard that narrative many times.  It all sounds nice, but the problem is that it is inaccurate.  The so-called arrival of a neoliberal period was not a radical change from the general American philosophy that goes back to the beginning of Industrialization.  I have written several books about this topic and the arrival of the new conservatism in the late 1970’s.  For an in-depth discussion of these topics, please refer to them.  
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