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What is conservatism? Is it not adherence to the old and tried, against the new and untried? We stick to, contend for, the identical old policy on the point in controversy which was adopted by “our fathers who framed the Government under which we live”; while you with one accord reject, and scout, and spit upon that old policy, and insist upon substituting something new. True, you disagree among yourselves as to what the substitute shall be. You are divided on new propositions and plans, but you are unanimous in rejecting and denouncing the old policy of the fathers.


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN, FEBRUARY 27, 1860















INTRODUCTION



1150 Seventeenth Street


ON JULY 6, 2003, THREE MONTHS INTO THE SECOND IRAQ War, I showed up at 1150 Seventeenth Street NW in Washington, DC. I had just turned twenty-two. It was my first day as an editorial assistant at the Weekly Standard.


At the time, 1150 Seventeenth Street was more than an office building. It was an intellectual hub—the frontal cortex of the American Right. The magazine where I was about to begin work was the most influential in the city. Copies of the Standard arrived at the White House each week. A photograph hanging from a wall in the magazine’s office showed President George W. Bush reading an issue. The Standard’s editors appeared regularly on the most important source of information for Republicans and conservatives: the Fox News Channel. But the Standard also had mainstream credibility. One of its senior editors, David Brooks, was a fixture on PBS and NPR. He was about to join the New York Times.


From 1150 Seventeenth Street emanated the ideas that shaped the Republican White House and Congress and then the world. On the same floor as the Standard was the Project for a New American Century (PNAC). It was a small think tank cofounded by the magazine’s editor that since its inception in 1997 had advocated for a defense buildup, containment of China, and regime change in Iraq. The top floors of the building housed the Right’s premier think tank: the American Enterprise Institute (AEI). Taxes had been cut, welfare reformed, social programs redesigned, and governments toppled because of the intellection that took place within the walls of 1150 Seventeenth Street.


That morning I was walking into not just a building but an intellectual and political movement. A few years earlier, as an undergraduate at Columbia University, I had stumbled upon American conservatism and the theoretical works that undergird its thought. In the months before and after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, I had read (and only somewhat understood) Russell Kirk’s The Conservative Mind, Leo Strauss’s Natural Right and History, Richard Weaver’s Ideas Have Consequences, and Milton Friedman’s Capitalism and Freedom. I picked up copies of William F. Buckley Jr.’s National Review, Seth Lipsky’s New York Sun, Norman Podhoretz’s Commentary, and the Weekly Standard. In 2004, when John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge wrote The Right Nation: Conservative Power in America, I felt a thrill of recognition when these two British editors of the Economist identified 1150 Seventeenth Street as the center of a rive droit, a “right bank,” a hub of conservative activity that included the Ethics and Public Policy Center, a small think tank next door; the offices of the Public Interest one block away; and the DC branch of the Hoover Institution and its publication, Policy Review, up Connecticut Avenue.1


The rive droit is gone now. The building at 1150 Seventeenth Street was demolished in 2016. AEI moved to a renovated mansion near Dupont Circle. Neither PNAC nor the Standard exists any longer. The George W. Bush administration is a distant memory. The twin projects of 1150 Seventeenth Street—the expansion of democracy abroad and a recommitment to traditional moral values at home—ran aground.


The intellectual community housed within 1150 Seventeenth Street dispersed. Many of the writers, wonks, and scholars who worked there found themselves in a strained relationship with the American Right. The center of gravity of American conservatism drifted toward Capitol Hill, where the Heritage Foundation, the Kirby Center of Hillsdale College, and the Claremont Institute’s Center for the American Way of Life hosted scholars and speakers friendly to the administration of former president Donald Trump. The Right became more populist than it was in 2003. To define oneself as a conservative in the 2020s was to reject the ideas and practices of the “establishment” that 1150 Seventeenth Street had come to represent.


I have spent the last decade thinking about this change. In April 2011 I went to Portsmouth, New Hampshire, to follow Donald Trump as he visited the home of the first presidential primary. I watched as he spent a few hours in local diners. He extended the Trump brand, increased his leverage in salary negotiations with his employer, NBC, elevated himself as a celebrity opponent of President Barack Obama, and became the unquestioned leader of the conspiratorial birther movement, which claimed falsely that Obama had not been born inside the United States. It was obvious that Trump was not playing for the validation of established media outlets. Even then, his audience comprised voters who had been forgotten or ignored or dismissed as nuts. Readers of the National Enquirer, his adviser Roger Stone once said, were “the Trump constituency.”2


It was a constituency that 2012 Republican nominee Mitt Romney must have thought he needed to win. Shortly before that year’s Nevada GOP caucuses, Romney and his wife appeared in Las Vegas alongside Trump and accepted the billionaire’s endorsement. “He’s a warm, smart, tough cookie and that’s what this country needs,” Trump told CNN at the time. Romney won the caucuses but lost the general election. The Right told itself that Romney had failed because he lacked the requisite populist sensibility, fighting spirit, and antagonism toward the powers that be. He was more Fortune than National Enquirer.3


The week before the 2012 election, I had appeared on a panel sponsored by the American University College Republicans. My copanelist was Matthew Boyle of the national populist website Breitbart.com. I presented my case that the race was close but that independents could still carry Romney to the White House. Boyle shook his head. Romney was a loser, he told the small audience. Romney was going down, and an antiestablishment figure such as Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky would take over the GOP and win in 2016. I laughed Boyle off. I would not make the same mistake again.


As Obama began his second term, I began to research the history of the American Right. How, I wondered, had the conservative movement failed to motivate the white voters without college degrees who had comprised Richard Nixon’s “silent majority,” the “Reagan Democrats,” and the “Republican Revolution” of 1994? What explained the gulf between my colleagues in Washington, DC, and conservatives beyond the Beltway? How had matters long thought settled—the importance of markets, the benefits of free trade, the blessings of immigration, the necessity of war—become so hotly contested?


The answers to such questions took me beyond the politics of Barack Obama and George W. Bush. They led to a broader and more extensive study of conservative intellectual and political history. In time, I began teaching the history of American conservatism to college students. One day in the summer of 2017, as that day’s class ended, I asked the students what had surprised them about the course materials. One young man looked at me and said, “I’m surprised that any of this exists.”


That is why I wrote this book. It tells the story of the American conservative movement through the experiences of its participants. It explains how the work of conservative intellectuals has interacted with, influenced, and been influenced by institutions, policies, politics, world events, and politicians. Unlike George H. Nash’s The Conservative Intellectual Movement in America Since 1945 or Patrick Allitt’s The Conservatives, this book is not strictly an intellectual history. Nor is it a work of political sociology that traces the influence of corporations or lobbying or big donors or dark money in the rise of the American Right. All those things have a role in both conservatism and liberalism, but they do not drive ideas.4


My focus is on the writers who set in motion the interplay of ideas and institutions, of ideology and politics. My narrative is less about the details and development of intellectual arguments than about the ways in which those arguments responded and related to events. My study centers on the authors who planted the seeds of activism and political statesmanship. And my interest lies primarily with Americans or émigrés to America. Worthy British and European thinkers such as José Ortega y Gasset, Joseph Schumpeter, Michael Oakeshott, Wilhelm Röpke, and Michel Houellebecq do not factor in the discussion.


My intention is to describe how the varieties of American conservatism differed from another, how big those differences were, why the disagreements began, and what their effect was on American politics. My framework is the endless competition and occasional collaboration between populism and elitism. Is the American Right the party of insiders or outsiders? Is the Right the elites—the men and women in charge of America’s political, economic, social, and cultural institutions—or is it the people? And is the Right even able to answer such a question?


In its quest to change America, the Right has toggled between an elite-driven strategy in both content and constituencies and a populist strategy that meets normal people where they are and is driven by their ambitions, anxieties, and animosities. A successful political movement must incorporate both elites and the people. Only intermittently, however, has the American Right been able to achieve such a synthesis. That is why its victories have been so tenuous—and why its coalition has been so fragile.


YEARS SPENT READING THE BACK ISSUES OF OLD MAGAZINES, acquiring books long out of print, rummaging through Internet archives, and conversing with my peers, mentors, and friends in the conservative movement and Republican Party left me dissatisfied with the stories that both conservatives and liberals tell themselves about the American Right. Conservatives, for example, like to say that their movement began in the wilderness. Then William F. Buckley Jr., the founder of National Review, came along. He led the American Right to political relevance by winning the 1964 Republican nomination for Arizona senator Barry Goldwater.


Goldwater lost that year, and by a considerable margin, but the ashes of his candidacy were fertile soil for Ronald Reagan, who brought conservatives to power in 1980. Since the heights of Reagan’s presidency, conservatives say, the movement has endured setbacks and diversions. But the Right still shapes American democracy through the intellectual institutions and media platforms that give it a voice in public debate and an influence in politics that was unimaginable when the movement began. Conservatives admit that Donald Trump’s June 2015 descent on the escalator in Trump Tower caused friction within the Right. But they also believe he recalibrated the Right along populist and nationalist lines and attracted new constituencies to the movement.


The liberal version of the story is not that different. It also begins slightly after World War II. It also begins with conservatives in exile. But the Left tends to ascribe the rise of the Right not to failures of liberal governance but to a racist backlash against civil rights that has grown only worse with time. While the story that conservatives tell themselves highlights institutions and politicians, left-wingers play up grassroots organizations, big-league financial donors, and psychological motivations. For the Left, the story of American conservatism is the story of American populist reaction. It is a long-running, berserk refusal to submit to the ministrations of liberal rule. For the Left, Trump is not a deviation from American conservatism. He is its end point.


Both stories contain elements of truth. But neither one captures the American Right in its full complexity. The conservative narrative is too neat. The edges of the movement have been smoothed over. Its blemishes have been covered up or ignored. The Left’s narrative, however, overcorrects for the Right’s mistakes. It ends up pathologizing conservatism. It reduces a vast and complex movement to nothing more than the ongoing expression of base prejudices such as sexism, racism, homophobia, transphobia, and Islamophobia. This diagnosis might explain the behavior of some of the men and women who have associated with the conservative movement and voted for Republican candidates. But it does not explain the whole.


Another problem with the conservative and liberal stories is Ronald Reagan. He is too large a presence in each. This is not surprising: the rise of Reagan began not long after the conclusion of World War II, and because both the Right and the Left start their tales around 1945, each has a habit of focusing on the life story and political trajectory of the fortieth president.


Reagan also holds totemic significance for both conservatives and liberals. For conservatives, he is the protagonist in a hero’s journey. He began by weeding Communists out of the Screen Actors Guild and ended up defeating the Evil Empire. For liberals, Reagan is either a befuddled clown or a charming adversary. He either accidentally or slyly manipulated white America into enacting a pro-corporate agenda of tax cuts, reductions in welfare spending, and hostility to labor.


Unlike most other histories of the American Right, however, this book is not just about Ronald Reagan. In these pages, he is one character among many. The reason is that Reagan’s charisma and clarity were something of an exception. His unique political talent led almost every faction of American conservatism to think that he was on its side. To this day, every conservative wants to claim him. The truth is messier. Reagan’s presidency was not the inevitable outcome of the conservative movement. His triumph in 1980 was contingent, unplanned, and unpredictable. It was not until he left office that he acquired mythic status.


Reagan was one alternative among many. There is not one American Right; there are several. Yes, American conservatives are firm believers in the US Constitution. Yes, they oppose state intervention in the structures that lie between the individual and government, such as family, church, neighborhood, voluntary association, and the marketplace. Yes, they resist the totalitarian Communist regimes of the former USSR and the People’s Republic of China.


Go further, however, and differences emerge. Fault lines appear. Conservative writers and thinkers disagree more than they agree. They comprise a movement defined by a lively debate over first principles. They look for deviation and betrayal. And sometimes they form a circular firing squad.


Nor is the Right synonymous with the Republican Party. In the pages that follow, I will try to distinguish between “conservatives,” who are conscious of themselves as defenders of established institutions and as participants in the broad political movement that coalesced in the late 1950s, and the broader category of “the Right,” which includes all of the thinkers and activists who define themselves in opposition to the political Left—and, in some cases, to the conservative movement as well.


Libertarians like Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman valued personal freedom above all. Traditionalists like Russell Kirk thought that freedom had to be balanced with order and justice. Majoritarians like Willmoore Kendall believed that communities had the right and responsibility to exclude ideas and individuals subversive of public order. Cold Warriors like James Burnham argued that the fight against communism was the preeminent issue of the twentieth century. Southern Agrarians such as Richard Weaver wanted to insulate the culture of the South from federal intrusion. Political philosopher Harry Jaffa said that conservatism needed to be anchored in the Declaration of Independence’s proposition that all men are created equal. “Fusionists” like Frank Meyer thought that both libertarians and traditionalists could agree that true virtue is uncoerced. Radical traditionalists such as L. Brent Bozell thought virtue was more important than freedom. Neoconservatives such as Irving Kristol believed in retaining many of the programs of the New Deal and even some of the Great Society. Religious neoconservatives such as Michael Novak said that capitalism and Christianity were not opposed but complementary. New Right activists such as Phyllis Schlafly sought political power to block and reverse liberal social change. Originalist judges like Antonin Scalia gave deference to legislatures based on strict adherence to the constitutional text. Paleoconservatives such as Thomas Fleming blamed neoconservatives for polluting the Right with immigration, free trade, and intervention overseas.


These are only a few of the varieties of conservatism that you will encounter in these pages. These are only a few of the writers who have argued for a century about the relationship between the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, the place of minority rights in a majoritarian democracy, the tension between a populist desire for liberty and an elitist commitment to institutions, and the choice between isolationist protection and international involvement. Only rarely have all of these different “rights” coexisted peacefully.


This book provides a broader perspective. While it would have been tempting to begin the narrative at the moment when the self-consciously conservative movement began to take shape, I found that beginning in the 1920s, when the Republican Party rejected Progressivism for the philosophy of individualism and economic freedom, brought into view some parallels with our own time. In other words, to understand the American Right in the third decade of the twenty-first century, you have to go back to the third decade of the twentieth century—when the modern Right seemed well entrenched and Presidents Warren Harding and Calvin Coolidge identified rapid economic growth with fidelity to limited, constitutional government, American patriotism, and religious piety. You must see how this conservative status quo was delegitimized twice over. First the Great Depression robbed the Right of its claim to prosperity. Then World War II discredited the Right’s noninterventionist foreign policy.


Fierce opposition to communism made postwar American conservatism distinct. Anticommunism became the touchstone for the religious conservatives, economic conservatives, foreign policy realists, and ex-Communists who made up the Cold War Right. To really know conservatism, you have to watch as the bipartisan anti-Communist foreign policy of containment broke down in the jungles of Vietnam. Anti-Communist liberals and the “hard hat” working-class voters of the “silent majority” found themselves driven away from their party and into the GOP.


You have to understand that from 1947 to 1989, national security was the paramount concern of our national life. The Cold War loomed over American culture in ways that are difficult to relate to someone born after 1991. The slaughter of World War II was within living memory. The stakes were higher: nuclear war could end civilization, and political freedom stood on a precipice. The world was less free and less rich than it is today. For most of the men and women I will discuss in this text, there was no greater threat than the prospect of a Communist world. That danger conditioned responses to events. It required compromises. And it could lead to extremes.


The Cold War revived the anti-Communist American Right. It provided the impetus for conservatism’s growing network of intellectual, financial, and political institutions. This book traces the rise of this conservative establishment. It began as a response to New Deal liberalism at home and to Soviet totalitarianism abroad. It grew in strength as crime, inflation, and national humiliation discredited the Democratic Party in the eyes of voters. It culminated in a Republican governing class under the administrations of Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush.


What happened next came as a shock. The Soviet Union disintegrated in 1991. The Cold War ended. Not a shot had been fired. Deprived of anticommunism as a common denominator for the American Right, the conservative establishment found itself looking for a new purpose. But it could not settle on a unifying mission. And as this establishment wondered what to do with itself, it came under attack from a growing number of right-wing dissidents who objected to its internationalist economic and foreign policies. With the Cold War over, the Right was tempted to return to its pre–World War II state. Isolationism, protectionism, and immigration restrictionism made a comeback.


If the Vietnam War splintered the Democratic coalition, then the 2003 Iraq War fractured the Republican one. Conservatism was never the same after the first improvised explosive device detonated in Baghdad. The public’s rejection of the war, the economic calamity of George W. Bush’s final year in office, and the Republican Party’s continued support for an amnesty of illegal immigrants delegitimized the conservative establishment in the eyes of the populist independents, conservative Democrats, and disaffected voters who had been crucial to GOP victories in years past.


The dissidents were emboldened. The Tea Party became their vehicle to remove pro-war, pro-immigration, pro-trade Republicans from office. Then Donald Trump became their battering ram. The same talk radio, cable news, and digital and social media that conservatives had used to question liberal viewpoints turned inward. Now they undermined the authority of the conservative establishment. By the time the actual demolition crew showed up for work at 1150 Seventeenth Street, the intellectual and policy culture that the building symbolized had already collapsed under pressure from this new, national populist Right.


In its protectionism, immigration restrictionism, religiosity, and antipathy to foreign entanglements, Donald Trump’s Make America Great Again movement resembled the conservatism of the 1920s—but with a significant difference. In the 1920s, the Right was in charge. It was self-confident and prosperous. It saw itself as defending core American institutions. One century later, in the early 2020s, the Right had been driven from power at the federal level. It no longer viewed core American institutions as worth defending. It was apocalyptic in attitude and expression. It resembled more closely the populist Democrats of William Jennings Bryan—who rallied under one banner all those who felt excluded from or dispossessed by the economic, social, and cultural powers of his time—than the business-friendly Republicans of Warren Harding.


THERE HAD BEEN WARNINGS THAT THIS MIGHT HAPPEN. WHEN you study conservatism from the vantage point of the 1920s, you see that every so often the Right has embraced a demagogic leader who pulls it toward the political fringe. From Tom Watson to Henry Ford, Father Coughlin to Charles Lindbergh, Joseph McCarthy to George Wallace, Ross Perot to Pat Buchanan, Ron Paul to Donald Trump, these tribunes of discontent have succumbed to conspiracy theories, racism, and anti-Semitism. They have flirted with violence. They have played footsie with autocracy.


Such a temptation toward extremism is present on both sides of the political spectrum. Indeed, one reason conservatives assumed power in the last quarter of the twentieth century was that the electorate judged the radical Left to have abandoned seriousness and sobriety for its own fanaticisms. Think of the segregation-supporting Southern Democrats (including Wallace himself), the rage-filled bombings of the antiwar, revolutionary Weathermen, the mayhem associated with many of the Black Panthers, the beyond-the-mainstream politics of George McGovern, and the anti-Semitic bigotry of Louis Farrakhan. What matters is the willingness of intellectuals and politicians to confront and suppress the extremes. One way to think about the hundred-year war for the Right is to conceive of it as a battle between the forces of extremism and the conservatives who understood that mainstream acceptance of their ideas was the prerequisite for electoral success and lasting reform.


I am not an entirely disinterested observer of this fight. Bonds of vocation, friendship, sentiment, ideology, and family connect me to many of the figures you will meet in this book. I believe American conservatism’s commitment to the American political tradition of constitutional self-government and individual rights makes it unique. But there is, I think, a certain value in sharing an insider’s perspective on a much-discussed and -debated topic. Since the day I set foot in 1150 Seventeenth Street, the conservative movement has been for me more than an abstraction. It has been my life. The long and winding road on which the various bands of conservatives have traveled over the last century has brought them, at the time of this writing, to a fair amount of political power but also to cultural despair. The Right is confused, uncertain, anxious, and inward looking. The building at 1150 Seventeenth Street and the self-confident conservative ruling class it represented are gone. But the story does not end there. When you study conservatism’s past, you become convinced that it has a future.















CHAPTER ONE



NORMALCY AND ITS DISCONTENTS


ON THE COLD AFTERNOON OF MARCH 4, 1921, WARREN Gamaliel Harding swore an oath to preserve, protect, and defend the US Constitution as the twenty-ninth president of the United States of America. His taciturn vice president, former Massachusetts governor Calvin Coolidge, stood nearby on the east side of the Capitol building. A mass of people surrounded them. When Harding spoke to the crowd, his remarks directed at the wounded veterans in the audience drew the biggest applause.


Four months earlier, Harding had defeated the Democratic nominee, Ohio governor James Cox, by one of the most lopsided margins in American history: 60 to 34 percent in the popular vote and 404 to 127 in the Electoral College. After eight years of Democratic rule under Woodrow Wilson, the Republican Party was returning to power.


For a generation, American politics had been carried aloft by the currents of Progressivism. This belief in reform through expert deliberation, government activism, and moral uplift dominated Washington to varying degrees throughout the presidencies of Republicans Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft. It reigned supreme under Wilson, who in 1912 had won a three-way race against Taft, the incumbent, and former president Roosevelt, who ran as the nominee of the Progressive Party. Wilson captured more than 80 percent of the Electoral College but less than 42 percent of the popular vote.


By the time of Harding’s inauguration, Wilsonian Progressivism had become associated with war, inflation, and civil unrest. Harding and Coolidge stood for a restoration of something like the pre-Progressive status quo. They did not seek to embody the people or steer the direction of the country from the White House. They oversaw a limited, noninterventionist government that promoted national pride and economic prosperity.


Nor did Harding and Coolidge think of themselves as “conservatives.” They were spokesmen for Americanism. They embodied the mainstream. They identified economic growth with social well-being. The 1920s may have been a “conservative” decade when Progressivism found itself out of power, but it did not feel that way to either its most successful politicians or its most outspoken critics. To them, the 1920s were “normal.”


A stroke incapacitated Wilson in his final months in office. But he already had realigned the world. The former president of Princeton University was a believer in technical expertise, scientific administration, and an organic and evolutionary society. He shared the view of historian Charles Beard, who in 1913 had written in The Economic Interpretation of the Constitution that the nation’s founding document was the product of a group of selfish men primarily interested in shielding themselves from revolt. Beard’s history was not meant to inspire gratitude toward the past. He wanted his readers to shape the future. Wilson agreed. “The modern idea,” he said, “is to leave the past and press onward to something new.”1


Novelty filled Wilson’s first years in office. He delivered his State of the Union message to Congress in person. He signed the Federal Reserve Act. He applauded the ratification of the Sixteenth Amendment establishing the progressive income tax. He championed consumer protection and antitrust measures. He increased federal spending. Further Progressive amendments to the Constitution established the direct election of US senators, the prohibition of alcohol, and a guarantee of voting rights for women (who helped put Harding into office).2


Nor did Wilson limit himself to the United States. His administration intervened throughout Latin America and the Caribbean basin. He legitimated his policies on the basis of universal principles. “We have gone down to Mexico to serve mankind if we can find out the way,” he said. “We want to serve the Mexicans if we can, because we know how we would like to be free.”3


Most Americans were unenthused. (Most Mexicans were too.) Wilson’s entanglement in the Mexican Revolution and punitive expedition there in 1916 caused him embarrassment. Meanwhile, the public looked on with horror at the trench warfare ravaging Europe. As late as January 1917, Wilson had pledged, “This country does not intend to become involved in war.” His opinion changed after the British naval blockade of Europe and the unrestricted German submarine warfare against US merchant vessels that resulted. “Neutrality is no longer feasible or desirable,” he said to Congress on April 2, 1917, “where the peace of the world is involved and the freedom of its peoples, and the menace to that peace and freedom lies in the existence of autocratic governments backed by organized force, which is controlled wholly by their will, not by the will of their people.”4


Wilson smashed the barrier that separated the United States from great power conflict in Eurasia. He recast a clash of empires as an ideological crusade. This was not a war for mere national interest. It was a confrontation between autocracy and democracy. America sent men into the conflagration in defense of its universal ideals. “We desire no conquest, no dominion,” Wilson said. “We seek no indemnities for ourselves, no material compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make. We are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind.” So long as autocracies existed, Americans could not feign indifference to the world. Congress declared war four days after Wilson’s speech. He even sent eleven thousand troops to aid the White Russians in their attempt to topple the revolutionary Communist regime in Moscow. That engagement ultimately ended in vain nearly two years after the conclusion of the Great War.5


American intervention in World War I fractured the Progressive movement. Wilson’s secretary of state, populist firebrand William Jennings Bryan, had resigned in protest two years before America declared war rather than endorse the president’s harshly worded note to Germany after the sinking of the Lusitania. Antiwar populists and Progressives joined forces. They assailed the intervention. They said that shadowy business and political interests were behind it. They lamented the changing demographic makeup of the nation caused by immigration from eastern and southern Europe. Their writings were often anti-Semitic.6


Harding and his administration were left to pick up the pieces. Soured by its war experience, weakened by the influenza pandemic that had lasted from 1918 to 1920, plunged into turmoil by Wilson’s Red-hunting attorney general A. Mitchell Palmer and Justice Department official J. Edgar Hoover, and staggered by postwar recession, the American electorate was ready for change. Harding pledged normalcy. He promised to reduce social tensions. “Our supreme task,” he said in his inaugural address, “is the resumption of our onward, normal way.”


The new president disavowed internationalism. He withdrew US occupation forces from postwar Germany. His secretary of state, Charles Evans Hughes, pursued disarmament treaties with the great powers. He and Coolidge opposed Wilson’s League of Nations but nevertheless supported American involvement in the World Court (the Senate blocked US participation). Their secretary of commerce, Herbert Hoover, organized relief efforts for the famine that resulted from agricultural policy in the Soviet Union, established by the Communists after the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. At the same time, the Republican administrations of the 1920s raised tariffs and restricted imports. Normalcy meant nation-building at home.


Harding also rolled back Wilson’s domestic program. Wilson had governed more in the spirit of his old rival, Theodore Roosevelt, than he would have liked to admit. In his Progressive mood, Roosevelt had come to believe that businesses and local communities established and maintained inequalities that prevented the lesser-off from exercising their freedom to the utmost. The federal government, Roosevelt said, would be “an efficient agency for the practical betterment of social and economic conditions throughout the land.” Wilson followed his lead. The Progressives reconceived Washington, DC, as the headquarters of corporate regulation and economic management. The war accelerated this process of bureaucratic centralization.7


Progressivism rebelled against the economic, social, and constitutional doctrine of laissez-faire that shaped the public policy of the post–Civil War Republican majority. A lavish banquet held at one of New York City’s most famous restaurants on November 9, 1882, had exemplified the philosophy of unregulated enterprise. The dinner honored British philosopher Herbert Spencer, who was known for his application of Darwinian insights to economy, society, and politics. According to Spencer, the “survival of the fittest” that Charles Darwin had described in On the Origin of Species also characterized business and trade. Individual entrepreneurship, initiative, capacities, and attributes determined success in the jungle of the marketplace, where the well adapted flourished and the maladapted perished.


The preeminent American analog to Spencer in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Yale sociologist William Graham Sumner, similarly advocated for unrestricted trade and maximum individual freedom. In an era when the predominant domestic issue was the protective tariff, Sumner wrote that government should keep in mind the forgotten man who lost out from collective efforts to improve public life. Social Darwinism complemented the Gilded Age celebration of limited government, personal liberty, rugged individualism, and rags-to-riches stories exemplified by the work of Horatio Alger. The Americans who gathered at Delmonico’s Steakhouse that night in 1882 assumed that Spencer’s thought legitimized the social relations of the era. The celebrants were somewhat embarrassed when Spencer rebuked them for America’s culture of overwork. The American industrialists and politicians were more Spencerian than Spencer.8


Harding drew inspiration from this earlier period. He wanted government to get out of the way. Crucial to his efforts were his vice president, his secretary of the treasury, Andrew Mellon, and his secretary of commerce. They cut government spending, slowed the pace of regulation, and oversaw a reduction in the top marginal tax rate from 73 to 25 percent.9


Harding’s repudiation of the Wilson years extended to judicial affairs. He and his supporters venerated the Constitution. In a speech delivered in 1920, Harding declared, “The Federal Constitution is the very base of all Americanism, the ‘Ark of the Covenant’ of American liberty, the very temple of equal rights.” Not long after taking office, Harding released from prison Eugene V. Debs, the Socialist Party’s presidential candidate in 1912 and a supporter of the Bolshevik Revolution, who had spent two and a half years in confinement on a charge of sedition that the Wilson administration brought against him for opposing the war. Harding also nominated former president William Howard Taft to become chief justice of the Supreme Court. Associate Justice George Sutherland interpreted the Fourteenth Amendment of the Constitution as a guarantee of economic and legal rights not mentioned specifically in the text of the document. He joined majorities that struck down state and federal legislation that violated liberty of contract.10


When Harding died in office in 1923, his successor, Coolidge, did not depart from this constitutionalist path. In Coolidge’s rhetoric, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution offered the final words in a centuries-long argument over popular sovereignty. “If all men are created equal, that is final,” he said. “If they are endowed with inalienable rights, that is final. If governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed, that is final. No advance, no progress can be made beyond these propositions.” Coolidge argued that success in self-government was related to religious piety. Political freedom depended on traditional morality and self-control. He urged his audience to preserve the inheritance of the Founders and to “follow the spiritual and moral leadership which they showed.”11


The Republican Party of the 1920s stood for a popular mix of untrammeled commerce, high tariffs, disarmament, foreign policy restraint, and devotion to the constitutional foundation of American democracy. But the GOP was also just one part of a roiling and fractious political landscape where economic bounty, technological innovation, and newfound social and cultural freedom coexisted with some of the most atavistic and conspiratorial tendencies in the national psyche. And many of these atavisms had been spawned in reaction to the same Progressive ideas that mainstream Republicans opposed.


One example was the second Ku Klux Klan. President Ulysses S. Grant had suppressed the first iteration of this racist, anti-Semitic, and anti-Catholic secret society, created in the aftermath of the Civil War, during Reconstruction. In 1915 it was reorganized under the leadership of William Simmons, a Georgia preacher who was the son of a member of the first Klan. Radicalized by the influx of immigrants and by the beginning of the Great Migration of black Americans from the South to the North, the Klan grew massively in size and geographic reach. Between 1920 and 1925 it was estimated to include anywhere from three to six million Americans of every economic class and trade in every corner of the United States. Its aims were unabashedly nativist and white supremacist. One Klan leader said that the group represented “the great mass of Americans of the old pioneer stock.” Violence was the Klan’s means of policing its ethnoracial conception of national identity.12


The era of normalcy was less than five months old on May 31, 1921, when mobs of white men rampaged through a black district in Tulsa, Oklahoma, killing at least three dozen people and injuring thousands more. The Dallas Klan, meanwhile, was known for its beatings and whippings of black victims. Members of the “invisible empire” sometimes aimed their wrath at bootleggers and other violators of the prohibition on the sale of alcohol. For a secret society, the Klan in the 1920s flirted with the mainstream: Klan members held public office as judges, congressmen, governors, and senators. The organization became so pervasive in the Sooner State that in 1923 Oklahoma governor J. C. Walton placed Tulsa under martial law. In July 1925 some ten thousand people, including women and children, participated in a “karnival” on Long Island. Entertainment included a rodeo. When night fell, they burned a forty-foot cross.13


The next month, some forty thousand Klan members marched down Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, DC. One marcher held a banner reading, “Keep Kongress Klean.” One day after the parade, a group of Klansmen gathered across the Potomac River in Arlington, Virginia, to burn an eighty-foot cross. When the Klan returned to the nation’s capital the following year, the New York Times seemed somewhat relieved to find that its numbers had dwindled. “There were only two floats in the parade, one with the Paterson (N.J.) Klan, and the other with the Klan of Lemoyne,” wrote its correspondent. On the first float a young woman holding a Bible stood next to an American flag. Beneath her the legend read, “100 percent American girl.” The second float carried a schoolhouse, symbolizing the Klan’s opposition to Catholic schools and its desire to create a federal department of education to better obstruct Catholic teaching. The Klan was the most visible representation of the anti-Catholic bigotry that endured as a political force for close to another four decades.14


Anti-Semitism was also pervasive. Colleges and universities imposed surreptitious quotas on admissions to reduce Jewish enrollment. Car manufacturer Henry Ford was the most prominent anti-Semite in the country. His magazine, the Dearborn Independent, circulated anti-Semitic literature throughout the many Ford dealerships nationwide. He compiled the most vicious of its contents into a four-volume book, The International Jew: The World’s Foremost Problem. More than half a million copies of The International Jew were distributed in the United States. Ford later repudiated these views. He claimed, implausibly, that the anti-Semitic journalism of the Independent had been published without his knowledge. In the 1920s Ford began thinking about applying his talents for management and routinization to government. He toyed with the idea of running for president. In May 1923 media mogul William Randolph Hearst said that he would support a Ford candidacy. But Ford decided against entering the race. Instead he endorsed Coolidge, who went on to trounce his two challengers the following year.15


Both Harding and Coolidge opposed immigration. Harding’s campaign manager liked to brag that his client had “the finest pioneer blood, Anglo-Saxon, German, Scots-Irish, and Dutch.” The losers in this ethnic competition were Slavs, Poles, Italians, Greeks, Jews, and “Orientals,” as Asians were then called. Harding and Coolidge supported two major immigration-restriction acts that shut off entry to the United States for the next forty years.


Even as he closed the door to mass migration, however, Coolidge celebrated the contribution of earlier waves of immigrants. “Whether one traces his Americanism back three centuries to the Mayflower, or three years of the steerage,” he told the American Legion in 1925, “is not half so important as whether his Americanism of today is real and genuine. No matter by what various crafts we came here, we are all now in the same boat.” But the vessel had no room for additional passengers.16


Civil rights were a different story. The Republican presidents of the 1920s tried to uphold their party’s legacy of black emancipation. They tried to live up to the memory of Abraham Lincoln. Harding and Coolidge supported antilynching laws but could not get them past Southern Democrats in the Senate. Their public rhetoric stressed black people’s rights to education and economic advancement. “When I suggest the possibility of economic equality between the races, I mean it in precisely the same way and to the same extent that I would mean it if I spoke of equality of economic opportunity as between members of the same race,” Harding told an audience in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1921. Three years later, running for reelection, Coolidge delivered the commencement address at Howard University, the historically black college in Washington, DC. He told the graduates, “The nation has need of all that can be contributed to it through the best efforts of all its citizens.”17


In August 1924 the black newspaper the Chicago Defender reprinted a letter Coolidge had sent to a man disgusted at the sight of a black candidate for Congress. “Our Constitution guarantees equal rights to all our citizens, without discrimination on account of race or color,” Coolidge wrote. “I have taken my oath to support that Constitution. It is the source of your rights and my rights. I propose to regard it, and administer it, as the source of the rights of all the people, whatever their belief or race.”18


Coolidge’s commitment to the governing institutions of the United States led him to consider black advancement the inevitable consequence of economic and political freedom and quality education. But that same commitment to the Constitution, as Coolidge understood it, prevented him from using the federal government to guarantee the very freedom and educational quality that he said he desired. The Republicans of the 1920s were caught in a bind between their belief in equality and their belief in limited government. This contradiction would ensnare the Right for ages.


EQUALLY STRIKING IS THE DISTANCE IN THE 1920S BETWEEN THE popular Republicanism of Harding and Coolidge and the elitist contempt for democracy expressed by both traditionalist and libertarian intellectuals. As a mass-membership organization, the Republican Party directed its appeals to the largest possible number of voters. It embraced women’s suffrage and Prohibition while struggling to thwart the growth of the Klan. The GOP associated itself with rising incomes and employment and the civil religion of patriotic Protestantism.


Yet the main figures of the intellectual Right scorned politics. They feared the dilution of the individual in a mass society. The best-selling Education of Henry Adams lamented the withering away of ancient wisdom and virtue. Far removed from the ins and outs of partisan bickering, traditionalists wanted to recover the spiritual element missing from the consumer marketplace. They stood apart from their times but eventually shaped the perceptions, ideas, and attitudes of a younger generation of individualists and conservatives.


The “New Humanists,” for instance, were a group of literary critics who urged their audience to return to the “great tradition” of Western civilization. The leaders of the movement, Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer More, had met during graduate school at Harvard, where they studied Asian languages and literature. Babbitt and More were philosophical rather than political. The fate of the Republicans and Democrats was not their concern. They were interested more in problems of the spirit than in questions of distributive justice. They sought a deeper understanding of the origins of social decay and disruption. In numerous books and essays, they elevated humanity’s metaphysical nature over its material needs and desires. Respect for tradition and authority, an appreciation of self-restraint, a fondness for ancient wisdom—these were the hallmarks of the humanist sensibility.


Beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century, Christian authorities found themselves under attack. Liberal theology attempted to reconcile Christian thought and teaching with modern scientific and technological knowledge. Historical criticism of the Bible undermined belief in textual authority. Darwinian theories of natural selection removed the need for a creator. The creative destruction of industrial capitalism unsettled family life, social patterns, and received opinion. Mainstream Protestants no longer felt themselves wedded to a literal interpretation of scripture.


With the realm of the supernatural and an eternal afterlife seeming remote, theologians became more interested in actualizing God’s grace in the here and now. Baptist minister Walter Rauschenbusch, for instance, promoted a Social Gospel whose goal was the establishment of God’s kingdom on earth. Rauschenbusch denied the reality of original sin. He preached that the main obstacle to a Christian society was the maldistribution of wealth. The task of reform was to change the environment so that man’s good nature could express itself.


Not every Protestant was ready to join a settlement house. Between 1909 and 1919 a pair of Presbyterian brothers from Chicago—Lyman and Milton Stewart—began editing and publishing essays attacking developments in Protestant theology. The essays were gathered in four volumes and distributed to churches nationwide. They were called The Fundamentals—hence the name for Christians who agreed with them: Fundamentalists.


The Fundamentalists read the Bible as the inerrant word of God. They were theological cousins of Evangelical Christians, who also rejected liberal theology and the Social Gospel. The differences between Fundamentalists and Evangelicals were subtle. Both groups believed in inerrancy. But Fundamentalists, in the eyes of Evangelicals, tended to read the Bible more literally than necessary. Fundamentalists also tended to be dispensationalist: they believed that history proceeded according to a divine plan and that the end times were imminent. They walled themselves off from popular culture. To the Fundamentalists, liberal Protestants had abandoned scripture for the Social Gospel. Speaking at a World Christian Fundamentalist Association meeting in Philadelphia in 1919, Fundamentalist leader William Bell Riley labeled liberal understandings of the Bible a form of “social service Christianity.” Before long, Fundamentalists would interpret the Social Gospel as a vehicle for Marxism.19


For Fundamentalist theologian J. Gresham Machen, liberalism could not be reconciled with Christianity. It was an alternative dogma. In 1925, in his book Christianity and Liberalism, Machen anticipated later critiques of “secular humanism.” Liberalism, he wrote, “differs from Christianity in its view of God, of man, of the seat of authority and of the way of salvation. And it differs from Christianity not only in theology but in the whole of life.”20


Fundamentalism, then as now, was a response to the secularizing tendencies of the time. It had its first test in the public square during the very year that Machen released his book. In May 1925 a teacher in Dayton, Tennessee, named John Scopes was arrested for violating a recently passed state law outlawing instruction in Darwin’s theory of evolution through natural selection. Scopes became the poster boy for the five-year-old American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), which had wanted to test the Tennessee bill as soon as it went into effect. The ACLU paid Scopes’s legal fees. And it hired his attorney, Clarence Darrow, who was still famous for defending the murderers Nathan Leopold Jr. and Richard Loeb the year before.


The lawyer for the prosecution was William Jennings Bryan, Wilson’s former secretary of state and a three-time Democratic Party presidential nominee. The trial lasted eight days—forty-eight hours more than it took the God of the Bible to create the universe. The jury needed just nine minutes to find Scopes guilty. (The ACLU paid his fine too.) Bryan had won the case but at the cost of his name. On the seventh day of the trial, Darrow had put him on the stand. Their exchange was riveting. But it also ended in embarrassment for the “Great Commoner,” who struggled to answer Darrow’s questions and became a figure of fun in the national press. He died in Dayton four days after his victory.21


The Scopes trial was a media sensation. It featured celebrity antagonists. It pitted the metropolis against the countryside. It had a profound effect on the trajectory of Fundamentalism, which for the next several decades rejected social and political engagement. The press continued to portray the Fundamentalists as hillbilly rubes and did not hesitate to cast the two sides of the trial as either heroes or villains in a prefabricated narrative. Darrow stood for enlightened modernity, Bryan for regressive superstition. The long-lasting mutual antipathy between the media and Fundamentalist Christians got its start. And one parent of this enmity was a correspondent for the Baltimore Sun named Henry Louis Mencken.


Then America’s most famous writer, Mencken modeled for generations of journalists—including many writers who would go on to form the conservative movement—a highbrow attitude of irony, scorn, invective, and wit. He was a misanthrope, an iconoclast, a scourge of do-gooders and true believers. He adopted a critical stance toward American democracy and materialism. His libertarianism prevented him from embracing either Democrats or Republicans. Harding, Coolidge, Bryan: Mencken thought them all fools. “All government, in its essence, is a conspiracy against the superior man,” Mencken wrote in his Chrestomathy (1949). “Its one permanent object is to oppress him and cripple him.” How? By censoring ideas, taxing incomes, regulating alcohol, and conscripting men into military service.22


Mencken had a friend and ally in Albert Jay Nock, a former Episcopalian priest who had abandoned his family for a life of bohemian letters in New York City. From 1920 to 1924 Nock helped edit the Freeman, a political and cultural journal that was elitist and libertarian. Nock took classical liberalism—the philosophy of individual rights, equality before the law, and limited government—to the border of anarchism.


During the 1920s Nock wrote the essays collected in 1935 under the title Our Enemy, the State. There he distinguished between “the economic means” of private production and the “political means” of coercive expropriation. The state was the institutionalization of the political means. According to Nock, if liberty were to endure, the “economic means” had to be favored over the “political means.” Like Mencken, Nock did not think much of “the forgotten man.” He dwelled on the natural inequalities that separated individuals from one another. He scoffed at the idea that all men and women can benefit from education. He preferred the classical methods of instruction and formulated a teaching program of his own. If he had his way, Nock wrote, enrollment would be limited to the “educable.”23


Nock’s and Mencken’s exacting standards were meant to expose the inadequacies of their nation and its citizens. They were snappy and memorable writers, but they also were oddballs estranged from the beliefs and behaviors of their countrymen. They pined for a departed age of aristocratic chivalry and Nietzschean self-assertion that never existed in the United States. The generalized form of right-wing politics during the 1920s—the public philosophy of institutional reverence shared by Harding and Coolidge—was both widely accepted and more appealing than either the speculations of the New Humanists or the badinage of Mencken and Nock.


ON MAY 21, 1927, NEWS BROKE THAT CHARLES LINDBERGH’S transatlantic flight from Long Island to Paris had been a success. The dashing Lindbergh, whose father had opposed both entry into World War I and establishment of the Federal Reserve during his tenure as a congressman from Minnesota, was an air mailman and an army reservist. He was transformed instantly into a national hero. Coolidge dispatched a battleship to France to retrieve him.24


On June 11, in a ceremony held on the grounds of the Washington Monument, Coolidge awarded Lindbergh the Distinguished Flying Cross. Hundreds of thousands of onlookers gathered before the stage. In his speech, Coolidge happily noted that Lindbergh’s plane, the Spirit of St. Louis, had been built from American products and financed through private investment. The next day the Coolidges and the Lindberghs went to church together.


Everywhere you turned in Lindbergh’s America, you saw material abundance, artistic expression, and dreams of international peace. Cars, radios, and homes became accessible to the public. Women and youth became more visible in society and culture. Jazz and modernism infused art with new forms and styles. The world was at peace. When Coolidge announced that he would not run for a second term, the 1928 Republican nomination went to Herbert Hoover, who defeated the Democratic nominee, New York governor Al Smith, in a landslide—58 to 41 percent. Coolidge, however, was not Hoover’s biggest fan. “That man has offered me unsolicited advice for six years,” he remarked, “all of it bad.”25


Still, Coolidge thought, the continuance of Republican rule was a good thing. As he prepared to leave office, he was more than satisfied with the condition of the nation. “No Congress of the United States ever assembled, on surveying the state of the Union, has met with a more pleasing prospect than that which appears at the present time,” he wrote in December 1928. The last embers of Progressivism seemed to be burning out. The pro-business, constitutionalist GOP was triumphant. The critics of “normalcy” were isolated and dyspeptic. They lacked an institutional base.26


Hoover was sworn in the following March. A little more than five months later, the world fell apart. The economy collapsed—and the Republican consensus went with it.




















CHAPTER TWO



THE REVOLUTION OF 1932


THE STOCK MARKET CRASHED IN OCTOBER 1929. BETWEEN 1929 and 1933, gross national product and personal disposable income sank by one-third. The unemployment rate soared to 24 percent. President Herbert Hoover chose not to follow the precedent that Warren Harding and his secretary of the treasury, Andrew Mellon, had set eight years before. At the outset of the 1920s, the Republicans had cut spending and taxes and otherwise stood aside while industry and the market settled accounts. Faced with the destruction of so much wealth and employment at the beginning of the 1930s, Mellon urged Hoover to hold fast to the principles of laissez-faire. “Liquidate labor, liquidate stocks, liquidate the farmers, liquidate real estate,” Hoover recalled Mellon advising him.1


Hoover did not listen. Trained in engineering, he had more confidence in government than his predecessor. The application of force directed by reason, in his view, could alter the world. Hoover saw the executive branch as a conduit, distributing and channeling energy for particular ends. In the spring of 1930, he and Congress embarked on a public works program to boost jobs and wages. That June, he signed into law the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act to protect US markets from foreign competition. Neither effort was enough to save the Republican House in the fall midterm elections.


The scale of public discontent was visible from the White House the following year. In December 1931, Hunger Marchers petitioned Hoover for relief. In January 1932, Hoover signed into law an act establishing the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC). The RFC was a government-financed independent agency tasked with lending money to states and to industry. Risk was socialized; gains were privatized. Hoover expanded the RFC and spent more on public works. Nothing seemed to fix the economy.


Hoover’s challenges multiplied. The impoverished veterans and unemployed workers who called themselves the Bonus Army began to assemble in Washington in late May 1932. They demanded the benefits that government had promised them. At the end of July, Hoover ordered the armed forces to evict the Bonus Army from its encampments in the nation’s capital. It took two days for US Army chief of staff General Douglas MacArthur, who had risen to prominence during Woodrow Wilson’s Mexican campaign, and his aides, Majors Dwight D. Eisenhower and George S. Patton, to do the job. The violent clash demonstrated the tenacity of government beneficiaries in claiming their entitlements.2


Hoover emulated the pro-business, hands-off ethic of his former bosses before turning to the state-centered activism that followed him in office. He mixed references to emergency actions, government programs, and alliances between the public and private sectors with odes to individualism and the market. For example, in October 1930, when he commemorated the 150th anniversary of the Revolutionary War’s Battle of Kings Mountain in South Carolina, Hoover sang the praises of American exceptionalism. He extolled the “American system” against its Depression-era challengers: socialism, Soviet “Bolshevism,” anarchism, and “despotism or class government.” Like Calvin Coolidge, Hoover drew a causal link between the religious fidelity of the people and awe for the nation’s founding institutions. But he also recognized—it was impossible not to notice—the dimming popularity of business amid the economic calamity.


Hoover grew defensive as the 1932 presidential election came into focus. He became alarmed by the measures his opponents embraced. “I may say at once that the changes proposed from all these Democratic principles and allies are of the most profound and penetrating character,” he told a campaign rally in Madison Square Garden in late October 1932. “If they are brought about this will not be the America which we have known in the past.” Public works and subsidized loans were one thing, but a quantum leap in government involvement in the economy and society was different. If the Democrats won, the “true liberalism” or “Americanism” that Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover associated with love of the founding, religious piety, personal responsibility, individual initiative, and self-reliance would disappear. “This election is not a mere shift from the ins to the outs,” Hoover pleaded. “It means deciding the direction our Nation will take over a century to come.” Eighteen days later, the electorate decided. Hoover lost, 40 to 57 percent.


The man who defeated him, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, was Theodore Roosevelt’s cousin. He had studied President Wilson while serving as assistant secretary of the navy during World War I. He had supported unemployment insurance, pensions, and aid to farmers during his term as governor of New York. As a presidential candidate, however, FDR was intentionally vague about his plans. Using his powerful rhetorical skills, FDR framed the Progressive mind-set of government-directed improvement as fully consonant with American history and tradition. Wily, boisterous, and charming, Roosevelt was a natural politician with a common touch despite his patrician background.3


FDR’s cleverness was evident in a radio address he delivered on behalf of the Democratic National Committee in the spring of 1932. He began by renouncing partisanship and describing his government service under Wilson, when “a whole nation mobilized for war,” gathering “economic, industrial, social, and military resources… into a vast unit capable of and actually in the process of throwing into the scales 10 million men equipped with physical needs and sustained by the realization that behind them were the united efforts of 110,000,000 human beings.” He went on to say that a similar effort, this time in the domestic arena, would end the Great Depression.


Then Roosevelt made a jujitsu-like oratorical move. No longer was the “forgotten man” the citizen whose interest was overlooked when government redistributed taxes to favored groups. For FDR, the forgotten man resided “at the bottom of the economic pyramid.” And FDR said that his agenda would deliver “permanent relief from the bottom up,” unlike Hoover’s administration, “which can think in terms only of the top of the social and economic structure.” Recasting government as an ally of the downtrodden in a struggle with vested private interests, Roosevelt undermined the long-standing Republican argument that what was good for business was, in the end, good for everyone. Only intermittently in the years since has the electorate found the GOP rebuttal persuasive.4


In September 1932, in a speech to the Commonwealth Club of San Francisco, Roosevelt redefined the American social contract. Developing the themes of Teddy Roosevelt’s “New Nationalism” address two decades earlier, FDR called “for a reappraisal of values.” Economic growth, industrial leadership, factory production—these concepts, which had figured so prominently in the pre-Depression Republican presidencies, were no longer as important to national renewal. The task that awaited Americans, FDR said, was “the soberer, less dramatic business of administering resources and plants already in hand, of seeking to reestablish foreign markets for our surplus production, of meeting the problem of underconsumption, of adjusting production to consumption, of distributing wealth and products more equitably, of adapting economic organizations to the service of the people.” Laissez-faire was passé. “The day of enlightened administration has come.”5


FDR’s administration may or may not have been enlightened. But it was certainly improvisatory. In a May 1932 speech at Oglethorpe University in which he had called for “bold, persistent experimentation,” Roosevelt said, “It is common sense to take a method and try it: If it fails, admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something.” His experiments tended to run in only one direction. The federal bureaucracy expanded, and government entangled itself in finance, agriculture, and industry. From his administration’s first hundred days came a procession of agencies, commissions, associations, and bureaucracies: the National Recovery Administration, the Civilian Conservation Corps, the Tennessee Valley Authority, and the Securities and Exchange Commission. In 1935 the National Labor Relations Board and the Works Progress Administration joined the list of newborn government entities.6


Roosevelt built the federal government into an ever-present behemoth that regulated American life and dispensed benefits—from unemployment compensation to farm subsidies to income maintenance to Social Security. This transformation in the size and scope of government was not uncontested. FDR’s expansion of the powers of the executive branch became the central topic of debate between conservatives and liberals.


Within a year of Roosevelt’s inauguration, his opponents formed the American Liberty League to resist the New Deal. The Liberty League joined the National Association of Manufacturers, founded in 1895, and the US Chamber of Commerce, established in 1912, in a constellation of pro-business associations and pressure groups dedicated to opposing and, if possible, overturning Roosevelt’s achievements. The league’s purpose, wrote one of its organizers, was “to protect society from the sufferings which it is bound to endure if we allow communistic elements to lead the people to believe all businessmen are crooks.” Another of the league’s founders, Democratic attorney John W. Davis, who had served as Woodrow Wilson’s solicitor general, wrote in a fund-raising appeal, “I am opposed to confiscatory taxation, wasteful expenditure, socialized industry, and a planned economy controlled and directed by government functionaries.” Davis also oriented the league toward the fixed reference point of 1920s Republicanism: “I believe in the Constitution of the United States; I believe in the division of powers it makes.”7


The GOP maintained its adherence to the doctrines of Harding, Coolidge, and Mellon even after the elections of 1932 and 1934 reduced the party to a mere nuisance in Congress and the states. “The only useful purpose of the Republican party,” wrote Republican National Committee powerbroker Charles Hilles in 1934, “is a resolute resistance to economic heresies and the offer of substitute proposals that are sound and constructive.” Coolidge, who had died in 1933, was out of the picture. The defeated Hoover cast off his vestigial Progressivism and became the most prominent spokesman for the anti–New Deal faction within the GOP. His public profile may have pleased FDR.8


In his books, speeches, and articles in the 1930s, Hoover elaborated on the themes of his presidency and losing campaign. Back in 1922, he had written that American individualism was unique because it was twinned with the idea of equality of opportunity. The New Deal, as Hoover put it in the title of his first postpresidential book, was a “challenge to liberty.” A believer in the “true liberalism” of the nineteenth century, Hoover nonetheless resigned himself to an uncomfortable—for him—political label: “The New Deal having corrupted the label of liberalism for collectivism, coercion, [and] concentration of political power,” he wrote to one correspondent, “it seems ‘Historic Liberalism’ must be conservatism in contrast.” Hoover remained active in national politics from his base in Palo Alto, California, where over the years the Hoover War Library, which he had endowed at his alma mater, Stanford University, after the Great War, would turn into the Hoover Institution on War, Revolution, and Peace. This influential think tank continues to promote his ideas of free enterprise and limited government.9


For the Liberty League, the Republican old guard, and figures such as Hoover, the New Deal was not an extension of freedom; it was freedom’s nemesis. What remained of the polity, economy, and society prior to FDR had to be preserved against the alternatives of socialism, communism, and fascism. This was a novel situation for the advocates of constitutionalism and private enterprise. Until 1932, they had been believers in “normalcy.” They wanted to continue the inheritance of a limited federal government and a friendly environment for business activity. In effect, however, the New Deal created an entirely new government—the bureaucratic and regulatory structure formed by FDR and his “Brains Trust” of economic advisers. Unlike the Right elsewhere, which attached itself to established institutions such as throne, altar, and aristocracy, the American Right had no power base other than pockets of industry and parts of the enfeebled GOP. It tended to adopt an adversarial and catastrophizing attitude toward the government that it never quite shook off.


For example, by the end of Roosevelt’s first term, journalist Albert Jay Nock had all but given up on politics. Nock understood the appeal of the New Deal. He was familiar with the longing for economic security and the ease with which the individual’s identity could become subsumed by the anonymity of an interest group or a crowd. In 1936, in an article for the Atlantic Monthly, he told his readers that preserving what remained of Western civilization was the job of a minuscule number of enlightened men and women. American social, political, cultural, and intellectual life, he wrote, was pitched to the masses. “The Remnant,” he went on, “are those who by force of intellect are able to apprehend these principles, and by force of character are able, at least measurably, to cleave to them; the masses are those who are unable to do either.” Nock cast himself as a sort of prophet who scorned the crowd but understood two things: that the Remnant existed and that it would recover his wisdom. His mix of nostalgia, melancholy, and pessimism became a constant temptation for the American Right.10


For Nock, the New Deal resembled fascist governments in Europe. He was not alone in thinking so. Garet Garrett, editor of American Affairs, the publication of the pro-business Conference Board, wrote that FDR had initiated a “revolution in the state, within the form of law.” Rose Wilder Lane, daughter of Laura Ingalls Wilder, wrote that FDR betrayed America by adopting the intellectual fashions of Europe. The president’s enemies pointed out the similarities between the cartelization of the economy under the National Recovery Administration and the bureaucratization and centralization of Adolf Hitler’s Germany and Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union. They said that FDR was a dictator in the making. “Fascism,” wrote prolific anti–New Deal journalist John T. Flynn, “will come at the hands of perfectly authentic Americans.”11


Republicans fought the New Deal on the grounds that it was a radical restructuring of America’s government and market. But these dissenters made up a dwindling crowd. Their numbers were small compared with the writers, activists, and politicians who opposed the New Deal on the basis that it was not radical enough. In 1930, for instance, “twelve Southerners” associated with the “Fugitive” poets and literary critics of Vanderbilt University published I’ll Take My Stand: The South and the Agrarian Tradition, an essay collection meant to counteract the erosion of southern distinctiveness caused by waves of economic development and proliferating mass media. The contributors worried that elements within southern society were all too eager to become part of an undifferentiated national culture.12


They came to be known as the Southern Agrarians. They took the Great Depression as additional evidence of the industrial North’s spiritual desolation. Finance, manufacturing, and conglomeration were a dead end. Wage labor did not satisfy psychological needs. And the job market was inherently unstable. But socialism wasn’t any better, and Progressivism’s centralizing impulses eroded regional and individual independence.


Agrarianism was more like European conservatism in its desire to preserve ancient social patterns against the upheavals wrought by industrialism and centralized government. This attachment to a vanished means of subsistence gave agrarianism a Romantic, literary character. Its poetic models of chivalric aristocracy, however, did not dwell on, if they mentioned at all, the chattel slavery that had been the basis of the southern economy for so many centuries.


This failure to reckon with the racist legacy of the South diluted the movement’s impact. The Agrarians could not make up their minds on a political program or on civil rights for black people. The disparity between the Agrarians’ beautiful rhetoric and philosophical sophistication and southern politics as actually conducted day to day was a brutal example of the difference between intellectual theory and democratic practice. Worse still, some of those who traveled in the same intellectual circles as the Agrarians flirted with another danger implicit in radical critiques of America: an openness to authoritarianism.


In 1933 socialite litterateur Seward Collins founded a journal called the American Review. It was a harbinger of the coming radicalism. The Review was a home for critics of New Deal America: it published Agrarians and New Humanists; Distributists, who followed Anglo-Catholic writers Hilaire Belloc and G. K. Chesterton in advocating for the widest possible distribution of private property; and neo-Scholastic philosophers such as Jacques Maritain, who sought refuge from the flux of modernity in the constancy of Thomist natural law. “The magazine,” Collins wrote in the first issue, “is a response to the widespread and growing feeling that the forces and principles which have produced the modern chaos are incapable of yielding any solution; that the only hope is a return to fundamentals and tested principles which have been largely pushed aside.”13


These “fundamentals and tested principles” shared a single quality: antimodernism. In other words, these writers opposed the fluidity, creative destruction, secularism, and individualism of modern society. The Agrarians saw the conflict between North and South over the growth of corporations, national interconnectivity, the status of Fundamentalism, and legal equality for black people as cultural warfare. Progressivism, liberalism, modernism in the arts and literature, and Darwinism—these were imports. The Agrarians sought a native tradition. A newly minted PhD from North Carolina named C. Vann Woodward, for instance, wrote a critical but sympathetic biography of Thomas Watson, the Populist Party candidate for president in 1904, who had denounced socialism and promoted the values of rural America.14


The Agrarian perspective had innate limitations. Not everyone could be a son of the South. Not everyone wanted to be. Not everyone wanted to be like Watson, who eventually promoted anti-Catholicism, anti-Semitism, and white supremacy. So opposed were the Agrarians to the shape of American society since Appomattox that they fell into the sinkholes of nostalgia, pessimism, and fecklessness. Like the Marxists, they took as their enemies “finance capitalism” and the political system of liberal democracy that perpetuated it. To follow the logic of such a systemic critique would lead to revolutionary violence. The political fringe beckoned.


The limitations of Southern Agrarianism were both regional and ideological. Natural law, by contrast, was eternal and universal. The neo-Scholastic Catholic critique of modernity had gained ground in America. It had been adopted by figures such as Mortimer J. Adler, who held a doctorate in psychology from Columbia University. Adler found a professional ally in Robert Maynard Hutchins, president of the University of Chicago, established in 1890. There the twin strands of American conservatism—criticism of economic collectivism and rejection of philosophical naturalism, a school of thought that denied the existence of supernatural phenomena—intersected.


Together Hutchins and Adler provided Chicago undergraduates with the option of enrolling in a great books program with a core curriculum modeled on the one adopted by Columbia in 1919. St. John’s College in Annapolis also established a great books curriculum in 1937. For Adler and Hutchins, intellectual currents were responsible for carrying Western civilization to the abyss of fascism and communism. In 1941, their university established the Committee on Social Thought, a graduate program that would play a key role in promoting alternatives to the liberal understanding of politics and society.


At the same time, Chicago became the center of a free market revival. The first Chicago school of economics was more measured in its defense of the market than its descendants. Its founder, Jacob Viner, joined the faculty in 1916. Canadian born and of Jewish heritage, Viner had graduated from McGill and Harvard. He was a classical liberal who, like Adam Smith, believed that government had functions to perform in situations where the market failed. Public education, public health, and antitrust enforcement were legitimate functions of the state. While government should not interfere with the price system, Viner believed, it also could run budget deficits to sustain demand and provide liquidity to the financial sector.


Frank H. Knight joined Viner at Chicago in 1927. He was the first of eleven children born to a Fundamentalist family living in poverty in rural Illinois. He rebelled against the theology of his parents at an early age. Throughout his career, Knight instructed his pupils to question everything. One of those students, Henry Simons, followed Knight to Chicago, where Simons began to teach as well. In 1934, Simons published A Positive Program for Laissez-Faire, a broadside against the wage and price controls in FDR’s National Recovery Act.


Reading Simons’s pamphlet in the twenty-first century, one is struck by both its similarities to and departures from the free market economics now associated with the University of Chicago. Like his students who followed him, Simons was an empiricist who understood there was a role for government in fiscal and monetary policy. He believed that the Great Depression was the result of government malfeasance. He emphasized the connection between economic and personal freedom. Years later, his students abandoned his diatribes against inequality, his promotion of nationalization of enterprises that could not be limited through competition, and his advocacy of high progressive income and estate taxes.15


Chicago was not the only site of free market thought. For decades, a number of economists based in Vienna, Austria, had waged a war against their counterparts in Germany who denied the existence of uniform economic laws. “Austrians” such as Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich Hayek studied individual behavior as well as the nature of the business cycle. Both, they believed, operated according to fixed principles. They rejected Karl Marx’s labor theory of value, which stipulated that the worth of a commodity was the result of the labor put into it. They held that the subjective preferences of individuals determined prices. A capitalist could employ dozens of men working hundreds of hours to manufacture a brand of cigarettes, but if demand for that brand fell to zero, so would its price.


Though the Austrian and Chicago schools of economics both supported private property, voluntary exchange, limited government, the rule of law, and free trade, they also diverged on some points. The Austrians were theoretical, the Chicagoans empirical. The Austrians supported a strict gold standard; the Chicagoans embraced flexible or floating exchange rates. The Austrians tended to be more antigovernment; the Chicagoans believed that the state could justifiably intervene to break up monopolies and address negative “externalities”—costs not borne by the producers who caused them, such as environmental pollution or overfishing. The Austrians largely rejected the terminology and aims of macroeconomics and abhorred inflation; the Chicagoans were comfortable with macroeconomics and argued that a steady increase in the money supply, even directed by a central bank, would create a stable environment for savings, investment, and growth.16


In the 1930s the Austrian school migrated west. Friedrich Hayek moved to the London School of Economics and, later in the same decade, became a British subject. Ludwig von Mises left Vienna for Geneva in 1934 and went to the United States in 1940. A third member of the Austrian school, trade economist Gottfried Haberler, became the first resident scholar at the free market American Enterprise Association, now the American Enterprise Institute, founded in 1938.


Mises’s works had been translated into English only a few years before his arrival in New York. His Theory of Money and Credit, outlining the Austrian theory of the business cycle as a function of investment, was published in 1912, but it wasn’t translated into English until 1934. His Socialism, arguing that socialist central planning was doomed to failure because planners could not possibly account for all of the variables in an economy, was published in 1922, but it wasn’t released in English until 1936. One essay collection, which began to sketch out the principles of “praxeology,” or Mises’s universal laws of human action, remained untranslated.17


Mises taught at New York University’s graduate school of business. The Volker Fund, a nonprofit that supported libertarian causes, and other foundations financed his position. He carried on the weekly seminars he had conducted in Vienna. He wrote broadsides against government interference in the market. In 1944 he published two books: Bureaucracy and Omnipotent Government. He was against both.


Mises’s commitment to a priori reasoning led him to frame the choice between liberalism and socialism as either-or. For Mises, any expansion of government’s limited responsibilities was a surrender to bureaucracy and statism. He had little use for the empirical methods and real-world nuance of the Chicago scholars. Deviation from his views resulted in ostracization. After his student and friend Fritz Machlup endorsed the idea of floating exchange rates, Mises did not speak to him for three years. His rigid doctrines isolated him from the economics profession even as they attracted a devoted American following that would profoundly shape the postwar American Right.18


LIKE THE PHILOSOPHICAL SCHOOLS OF NEW HUMANISM AND Southern Agrarianism, the Chicago and Austrian critiques of FDR’s economic policy were removed from everyday life. New Deal liberalism, populism, radicalism, and Marxism consumed the politics of the 1930s. For example, the Black Legion, a Michigan-based successor to the Ku Klux Klan, had tens of thousands of members, some of whom committed murder and assault against Catholics, Jews, and blacks. From his base in Kansas, a Fundamentalist minister named Gerald B. Winrod organized something called the Defenders of the Christian Faith and promoted the conspiracy theories surrounding the forged Protocols of the Elders of Zion and the fantastical Illuminati. He accused FDR of furthering the aims of Jews and Communists.19


A third group, the Silver Shirts, were up-front about their fascism. Strong on the West Coast, especially in Southern California, they envisioned a Christian nation based on the theory of corporatism: the formal organization and integration of the major social sectors—industry, labor, and state. This corporatist governance, the Silver Shirts said, would preside over a racial caste system, with Jews, blacks, and other racial and religious minorities subservient to white Protestants. Their journal was called Liberation.20


Two of FDR’s radical opponents mixed left-wing economics with social conservatism. They exemplified the eventual convergence of the Far Left and the Far Right. One was a Catholic priest, Father Charles Coughlin of Royal Oak, Michigan, outside Detroit, who had attached a microphone to his pulpit and begun broadcasting his sermons in 1926. Four years later, his program was aired nationwide. Coughlin turned his attention from religion to politics. Attuned to the beliefs, ambitions, anxieties, and resentments of his lower-middle-class parishioners, Coughlin mixed anti-Communist diatribes with attacks on the “international bankers,” primarily Jews, whose supposed machinations on Wall Street ripped off the little guy.21


Initially supportive of Roosevelt, Coughlin advocated better pay and working conditions for laborers, as well as aid for the unemployed. His radicalism and his aims grew with the size of his audience. In the fall of 1934, he established the National Union for Social Justice, demanding the nationalization of banks, a jobs guarantee at living wages, and corporatist arrangements between management and labor that would reduce strikes. The next year, he broke with FDR.


Senator Huey Long of Louisiana, known as “the Kingfish,” embodied the fusion of traditionalism and antimonopoly, soak-the-rich economics that threatened Roosevelt. Long had won the governorship of his home state in 1928 on the slogan “Every man a king, but no one wears a crown.” It took him two years to centralize economic and political authority in the state, making Louisiana, according to historian David M. Kennedy, the “closest thing to a dictatorship that America has ever known.”22


In 1930 Long was elected to the US Senate. For the next five years, he held both offices at the same time. There seemed to be no limit to the power that Long could accumulate, so long as enough Louisianans felt that he stood for them against the coastal elites who endangered their patrimony. Like Coughlin, Long broadcast over the radio. He also sold books—the first used his famous motto, “Every man a king,” as its title.23


Long created the Share Our Wealth Society in 1934. Its redistributionism was far-reaching. He said he would confiscate the wealth of the rich and transfer it to the people through cash benefits, guaranteed minimum incomes, subsidies, and retirement funds. He hired Gerald L. K. Smith, a former Fundamentalist minister who belonged to both the Klan and the Silver Shirts, as a surrogate speechmaker. Smith’s presence in the Share Our Wealth Society offered additional evidence that the authoritarian-leaning Right easily could embrace a far-left economic program.


When a disgruntled Louisiana physician shot Long in the stomach inside the state capital in 1935, Smith tried to replace the Kingfish as head of Share Our Wealth. He didn’t succeed. Smith’s failure demonstrated the personal nature of Long’s hold over his followers—and the potential risk to FDR if Huey Long had survived and followed through with his pledge to run for president in the next election.


Equally important to the future of both the country and the Right was the path traveled by members of the radical Left during the 1930s. Throughout the “Red Decade,” intellectuals both inside and outside the US government looked up to the Soviet Union as a force for modernization and the embodiment of egalitarian ideals. Writers, artists, activists, and dilettantes fell for Soviet propaganda that contrasted Communist autarky with the failures of the Great Depression. Members of the Communist Party USA and their fellow travelers held jobs in journalism, publishing, the labor movement, and, with the beginning of the New Deal, government.


Meanwhile, a second and smaller group of intellectuals married their belief in Marxist doctrines with a dissident stance toward the Soviet Union and its grip over the Communist Party USA. Philosopher Sidney Hook, editor Elliot Cohen, journalist Max Eastman, and literary critic Lionel Trilling, among others, opposed Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin for betraying their revolutionary ideals and for extinguishing freedom within the territory under his control. The intellectuals’ estrangement from Stalinism and its allies grew as news reached America of the Russian dictator’s purges and show trials.


The anti-Stalinist Left coalesced around the little magazine Partisan Review, which published radical social criticism alongside modernist analyses of art and literature. Partisan Review was affiliated with the Left Opposition, the Communist dissenters to Stalin led by Soviet exile Leon Trotsky and émigré organizer and journalist Max Shachtman. In 1938, Hook and his mentor, John Dewey, led an independent Commission of Inquiry that acquitted Trotsky of Stalin’s charges of treason. The investigation provided further evidence of a growing disenchantment with Soviet communism among a tiny but intellectually significant portion of the Left. This estrangement intensified as the left-wing enemies of Stalin fought against Soviet infiltration of American labor unions and cultural organizations and against Communist imperialism abroad.


To head off the racists, populists, Marxists, and Communists, FDR moved left and amped up his rhetorical barrages against business. In 1936, during his speech accepting the Democratic presidential nomination at Franklin Field in Philadelphia, Roosevelt declared war on “economic royalists.” He proclaimed that “necessitous men are not free men.” In previous centuries, liberalism had established a realm of individual autonomy free from government interference. Under FDR, however, liberalism also became a doctrine of government provision to satisfy ever-expanding human needs.


The Republican Party continued to stand for a restoration of the pre-1932 consensus. The GOP nominated Kansas governor Alf Landon, whose supporters called him “the Kansas Coolidge.” The party platform announced, “America is in peril.” The Republicans pledged “to maintain the American system of Constitutional and local self-government” and “to preserve the American system of free enterprise, private competition, and equality of opportunity.” To end the Depression, the platform endorsed the “abandonment of all New Deal policies that raise production costs, increase the cost of living, and thereby restrict buying, reduce volume, and prevent reemployment.” Notably, the platform did not disavow the idea of Social Security but suggested an alternative means of providing it.


What remained of the anti-Roosevelt financial and media establishment rallied behind Landon. One scholar estimated that around 80 percent of US newspapers endorsed the Republican ticket. “Governor Landon’s mind has not been warped,” Henry Ford said in a statement after hosting the nominee for lunch in Dearborn, Michigan. “My judgment would be that he would be a hard man to turn from the American way of doing things.”24


That was not the electorate’s judgment. FDR crushed Landon. In the end, the Kansas Coolidge won two states, Vermont and Maine, for a total of eight Electoral College votes. The “American way of doing things” was not as solid as Republicans believed.


In 1937, having become master of both the White House and Congress, FDR turned his attention to the Supreme Court. It remained stocked with judges who believed that the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution guaranteed both economic and political liberty and whose jurisprudence found the New Deal unconstitutional. In May 1935, the Court had struck down FDR’s National Recovery Administration. The next year it nullified the Agricultural Adjustment Act. Thus the Court removed the underpinnings of FDR’s strategy to inflate prices and wages artificially through anticompetitive government measures. He was furious.


Roosevelt launched his counterattack less than a month into his second term. On February 5, 1937, he submitted a bill to Congress that would have allowed him to appoint to the Supreme Court at least six new judges whose views of the New Deal aligned with his own. FDR’s opponents knew what he was trying to do. Like the critics of Progressive jurisprudence two decades earlier, they described themselves as constitutionalist defenders of the Founders’ legacy.25


And they had resources at their disposal. Publisher Frank Gannett began the National Committee to Uphold Constitutional Government, which used direct-mail marketing techniques to expand its membership. Gannett told audiences that Roosevelt was engaged in “a poorly camouflaged attempt to destroy the Constitution by undermining the people’s confidence in their judiciary and in lawyers.” An independent judiciary that restricted federal power, believed in liberty of contract, and was unafraid to strike down state laws that infringed on individual freedom and property rights had been a goal of the American Right since the nineteenth century. FDR’s challenge to the constitutional order was direct and audacious.26


It was also unpopular. What became known as “court packing” annoyed more than just the economic royalists and the Liberty League. It disturbed the electorate. And the South, so important to FDR’s coalition, was especially suspicious of anything that might endanger the legal structure of Jim Crow. A Democratic senator from North Carolina named Josiah Bailey became an outspoken opponent of FDR’s proposal, claiming FDR wanted an enfeebled Court that, like the Democratic supermajorities in Congress, would permit the executive to impose his whims on the people. “A subservient Congress means a dependent Court,” Bailey said in Maine in June 1937. “And the two together mean government by presidential decree and without restraint.”27


FDR’s plan was defeated in the Senate. But the president had the final victory. On March 29, 1937, the Court upheld a minimum wage law for women in Washington State. In April it upheld the constitutionality of FDR’s labor agenda. By January 1938, with the retirement of Justice George Sutherland, a champion of unenumerated rights to economic freedom, the constitutionalist flame inside the Supreme Court had dimmed. FDR won the Court’s grudging acceptance of the New Deal—but at a high cost in popularity and momentum.28


The recession of 1937 made his troubles worse. Corporations and business associations urged the president to lessen the burden of taxes, expenditures, and regulations in order to improve growth. Josiah Bailey and other Southern Democrats critical of the New Deal decided to use this opportunity to broaden their network. Bailey invited conservative Republicans to join him and his colleagues in a united front against Roosevelt.


The gambit was controversial. One GOP senator, who was not part of the group and feared that Republicans would lose seats in the midterm election if they came across as too oppositional, gave the New York Times a document that Bailey had been circulating within the chamber. Its ten points became known as the “Conservative Manifesto.” Here was a distillation of the pro-business constitutionalism that Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover had preached to the masses a decade earlier. Now it was considered antiquated, aloof, and suspect.


The manifesto demanded cuts in the capital gains tax, a balanced budget, an end to compulsory union membership, “home rule and local self-government,” a reduction in welfare payments, and the preservation of “the American system of private enterprise and initiative, and our American form of government,” all words with contemporary resonance. In language similar to Hoover’s, the manifesto proclaimed that individualism, equality of opportunity, and limited government did not throw workers to the wolves of Wall Street but granted them “the priceless content of liberty and the dignity of man.”29


After the leak to the Times, anti–New Deal media outlets and business groups publicized the manifesto. It was widely circulated but horribly ineffective. Bailey was unable to convince his colleagues to sign on. FDR took no heed of it. The New Deal barreled on.


Then, in 1938, a combination of economic slump and residual bad feelings over court packing handed FDR his first electoral setback. Republicans picked up eighty-one seats in the House and gained eight seats in the Senate. While far from a majority, these Republicans allied with anti–New Deal Democrats in the manner Bailey had foreseen. Bipartisan opposition was strong enough to quash the most far-reaching New Deal legislation, but the prospects of reversing FDR’s revolution were nil. “Republicans in Congress,” wrote one member of the National Committee to Uphold Constitutional Government in 1939, “thus far have made little headway in undermining confidence in the major objectives of the New Deal.” Eight decades later, the situation had not changed.30


THE CONTOURS OF A POST–NEW DEAL POLITICS WERE APPARENT as FDR approached the end of his second term. On one side there was a majority Democratic Party invested in broadening the welfare state to provide economic security, with a large faction of conservative Democrats opposed for various reasons to different forms of government intervention. On the other side was a minority Republican Party that could not make up its mind whether the New Deal should stay or go. One outcome of the 1938 campaign, however, was that the anti–New Deal faction of the GOP found a leader. His name was Robert Alphonso Taft.


The son of the deceased twenty-seventh president had been raised to uphold the constitutionalist and free market traditions of his party. A graduate of Yale and Harvard Law School, Robert Taft had apprenticed under Herbert Hoover at the American Relief Administration during the final years of the Wilson administration. What he saw amid the rubble of World War I confirmed his anti-European prejudices. For Taft, the Continent was a ruin of nationalism, monarchical squabbles, and class struggle. The United States ought to avoid it.


Taft spent the 1920s rising in Ohio politics. But he was swamped by the Democratic deluge of 1932 and lost his seat in the state senate. Then, from his law firm in Cincinnati, he watched FDR with growing alarm. The growth of state power and its concentration in the executive branch reminded him of the new authoritarian governments in Europe. The New Deal, Taft said in 1935, was “absolutely contrary to the whole American theory on which this country was founded.” Taft’s philosophy contained all the principles of his father, of Harding, of Coolidge, and of Hoover. “The regulation of wages, hours, and prices and practices in every industry is something which is, in effect, socialism; which is government regulation of the worst sort; which means a totalitarian state,” he said in 1938.31


By then Taft was on his way to the US Senate. Once he was in Washington, his forceful criticisms of Roosevelt quickly established him as a leading conservative. So identified was he with his party that Taft became known as “Mr. Republican.” His constitutional rectitude and budgetary restraint overshadowed a prudential view of politics that led Taft to adopt unexpected positions. He was for relief programs, for example, but thought the states should administer them. He supported an old-age pension but believed it should be financed on a pay-as-you-go basis. He supported the right to strike but abhorred the closed shop and labor violence. He found most offensive Roosevelt’s accumulation of decision-making authority and government’s advance into areas, such as electric power generation, where it had not gone before.


For Taft, FDR’s preparations for war against Germany were the foreign policy equivalent of the New Deal. They deserved opposition as such. Soon after he was sworn into office, Taft warned against mobilizing American armed forces too rapidly. “Our armament program should be based on defending the United States and not defending democracy throughout the world,” he said in response to FDR’s 1939 State of the Union address, in which the president warned of the rise of Nazism and called for increased defense spending.32


In late August 1939, Germany signed a nonaggression treaty with the Soviet Union that alarmed not only governments across Europe but also left-wing intellectuals disgusted by the reality of Communist despotism. Here was Stalin putting the lie to the “antifascism” of the Soviet Union—and preparing to carve up a neighboring country. When Germany invaded Poland on September 1 and partitioned it with the Soviets, Robert Taft remained committed to American neutrality. He was not against spending more on defense—or even aiding the United Kingdom, which had declared war on Germany in support of Poland—so long as the aid did not give Adolf Hitler a reason to declare war on America. Intervention in defense of ideals, he argued, would produce the same mess that had been left at the end of the Great War. “The basic foreign policy of the United States,” he said, “should be to preserve peace with other nations, and enter into no treaties which may obligate us to go to war.”33


In the view of Taft and other noninterventionist conservatives, war would expand government, lead to rationing, and invest FDR with greater authority. “I do not agree that under our Constitution the executive can bring about a state of war without usurpation,” Taft wrote to a friend. “He may have the power to get us into war, but he certainly has not the right.” The United States should defend the mainland and the Caribbean basin, Taft said, but otherwise it should leave the conflagration in Europe to burn itself out. “Even the collapse of England is to be preferred to participation for the rest of our lives in foreign wars,” he wrote in another letter. Taft’s priority was the home front. “There is a good deal more danger of the infiltration of totalitarian ideas from the New Deal circle in Washington,” he told a Saint Louis audience on May 20, 1940, “than there will ever be from any activities of the communists or the Nazi bund.”34


Taft hoped that the GOP would nominate him to challenge Roosevelt in 1940 and thwart the president’s unprecedented gambit for a third term. In 1936, Taft’s ambitions for high office as Ohio’s “favorite son” had been something of a lark. Now a US senator, with war raging in Europe and the economy still mired in a funk, Taft believed his opportunity had arrived. He was disappointed. His resistance to intervention on behalf of the Allies was too strident for many in the upper echelons of his own party. There was also the problem of Taft’s personality: he didn’t have much of one. He was cerebral, cold, and withdrawn. He didn’t enjoy shaking hands, chitchatting, or listening to advice. He decided on his own course and stuck to it.


The GOP went with New York–based corporate lawyer Wendell Willkie, a former Democrat who generally favored FDR’s approach overseas. Willkie had turned against the New Deal when the Tennessee Valley Authority threatened the private utilities he represented in court. Taft and the conservatives resented the easterners’ embrace of a standpatter who more or less agreed with FDR. In conservative eyes, Willkie’s nomination was the birth of Republican “me-tooism”: the rush of GOP elites to embrace whatever reforms liberal Democrats had come up with. Willkie lost, of course, but he put up better numbers than either Hoover or Landon.


Taft recognized that he lacked some of the personal attributes necessary for presidential success. “I’m afraid you won’t find much color in me,” he once told a reporter. “I’m too damned normal.” He resented the politicians, press lords, and financiers on the East Coast who clamored for intervention and backed Willkie’s nomination. He was suspicious of journalists who portrayed him as a dullard and isolationist. “If isolation means isolation from European war,” he once said in frustration, “I am an isolationist.”35


Taft neither joined nor spoke for the antiwar America First Committee, but according to his biographer, he was “quietly encouraging” of it. The organization had been established in 1940 in Chicago. Its founders included graduates of some of the nation’s elite educational institutions, and it drew support from Republicans, Democrats, Progressives, conservatives, and even figures within FDR’s government. Former president Hoover was a member. One of the chief organizers was a Yale Law student named Gerald R. Ford. A Harvard student named John F. Kennedy contributed a $100 check. The Buckleys, a wealthy oil family living in Sharon, Connecticut, named one of their sailboats Sweet Isolation.36


America First wanted four things. First was an “impregnable” national defense. Second was preparedness to thwart an attack on America. Third was neutrality in the war in Europe. Fourth was resistance to providing England “aid short of war.” Its demands were like Taft’s. But the committee had something that eluded him: widespread appeal.37


Its spokesman, Charles Lindbergh, was an aspirational figure whose triumphal (and, after the murder of his child, tragic) story commanded respect. Lindbergh was an icon to noninterventionists in the Midwest but a villain elsewhere. His refusal to condemn the moral depravity of the Nazis polarized audiences. He rubbed shoulders with fascist sympathizers and anti-Semites.38


Proud of his service in the US Army, Lindbergh resigned his commission after Roosevelt likened him to a pro-Confederate copperhead Democrat. He drew a moral equivalence between the governments of the United Kingdom and Nazi Germany. He singled out for blame scapegoats who he said agitated for American intervention. He became the symbol of an unfeeling and sinister isolationism.39


America First could not escape the stench of Nazism. The committee spent much of its time distancing itself from pro-Nazi groups and figures, including Huey Long’s former minion Gerald L. K. Smith. Violent anti-Semitism was rare in American history, but it seemed to follow in the footsteps of Hitler’s defenders. In 1939, Nazi supporters had rallied in Madison Square Garden. When a Jewish reporter rushed the stage, he was beaten senseless.


Lindbergh’s infamous speech in Des Moines, Iowa, on September 11, 1941—“Who Are the War Agitators?”—marginalized the antiwar cause and forever associated it with anti-Semitism. Lindbergh singled out “the British, the Jewish, and the Roosevelt administration” as the three groups “who have been pressing this country toward war.” His wife had urged him to include a statement of opposition to anti-Semitism, but Lindbergh refused. “I am saying that the leaders of both the British and Jewish races, for reasons which are understandable from their viewpoint as they are inadvisable from ours, for reasons which are not American, wish to involve us in the war,” he told the cheering crowd. By defining Jews as “not American,” Lindbergh effaced more than a century of American religious toleration.


Some of Lindbergh’s allies recognized the danger of his incendiary rhetoric. A Jewish noninterventionist wrote Lindbergh, complaining that the pilot had fueled anti-Semitic conspiracy theories. Socialist leader Norman Thomas, who belonged to America First, told Lindbergh that his speech had done “great harm.” Herbert Hoover defended Lindbergh in public but admonished him in private. Lindbergh wrote in his journals, “I told him I felt my statements had been both moderate and true. He replied that when you had been in politics long enough you learned not to say things just because they are true.”40


The noninterventionists were so busy trying to stop war in Europe that they gave little thought to events in the Pacific. The Imperial Japanese Army had been making territorial gains since its conquest of Manchuria in 1931. The surprise Japanese attack on US naval forces in Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, ripped the carpet from under the feet of Robert Taft and the America First Committee. Lindbergh understood immediately that his cause was lost. “Our country has been attacked by force of arms, and by force of arms we must retaliate,” the committee said in a statement released on December 8.


In his diary Lindbergh wrote that if he were in Congress, he would vote to authorize war against Japan. Taft, who was in Congress, voted yes. (Hitler declared war on America on December 11.) America First disbanded soon after the attack. Lindbergh made several attempts to have his army commission reinstated. He was denied.41


Yet America First opened up possibilities for a Right that had been marginalized throughout the Roosevelt years. For a time, foreign policy emerged as one area where the noninterventionist Right was on the same wavelength as a considerable segment of the population. Whereas social and economic criticisms of the New Deal had little effect on policy outcomes, the congressional and public attacks on FDR’s prewar diplomacy had much greater force. They limited the president’s ability to aid Great Britain and, after June 1941, the Soviet Union. They hampered his domestic preparations for conflict. And though Pearl Harbor rendered the campaign for neutrality moot, conservatives stumbled upon a grassroots constituency for an anti-FDR, anti-interventionist politics.


This durable isolationist strain in the electorate was not large enough for the Right to surmount the appeal of Roosevelt and the popularity of the war effort. To succeed, the Right would have to harmonize its nationalist sentiments and appeals with a public that accepted the necessity of overseas military engagements. It would have to join forces with the anti-Communist or ex-Communist Left whose antipathy for tyranny was as strong as its own. The rise of Soviet power in the aftermath of the war would give it the opportunity to do so.
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