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Praise for  Julian E. Zelizer’s  Arsenal of Democracy


“Arsenal of Democracy is a myth-shattering history of the American national security state since 1945. Zelizer sheds important new light on the fiercely debated issues of the postwar era, and amply supports his core argument: in the United States, foreign policy is always a political matter. A marvelously instructive work.”


—Frederik Logevall, Professor of History, Cornell University, and co-author of America’s Cold War: The Politics of Insecurity



 



 



 


“Extensively researched and vigorously argued, Arsenal of Democracy uncovers the intimate and complex interactions between domestic politics and national security policy in the post-World War II period, exploding the old saw that politics stopped at the water’s edge. Ranging over half a century, this ambitious book sets the standard for understanding the politics of national security policy in modern America.”

—Bruce J. Schulman, William E. Huntington Professor of History, Boston University


 



 



 


“Arsenal of Democracy provides a provocative, timely and compulsively readable account of the vexed relationship between foreign and domestic policy and the tangled politics of national security since World War II.”

—Laura Kalman, Professor of History, University of California, Santa Barbara


 



 



 


“Many Americans imagine a past era of bipartisan cooperation in our country around critical issues of war and peace. Zelizer shows that such a golden age never existed in our nation’s politics. Instead, Democrats and Republicans have used foreign policy debates since World War II to push their partisan agendas and their electoral interests. Zelizer does not criticize this process, but he reminds us that successful foreign policy always requires effective manipulation of interests, fears, and aspirations at home. Zelizer offers a compelling account of how foreign policy is really made. Every citizen interested in understanding our nation’s policies would benefit from reading this well-written book.”

—Jeremi Suri, E. Gordon Fox Professor of History, University of Wisconsin
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FOUR QUESTIONS


ON THE EVENING of December 29, 1940, Franklin Delano Roosevelt made one of the most important speeches of his presidency. Over his nearly eight years in office, with his Fireside Chats, he had used radio, the era’s major medium of mass communication, to explain his policies to the American people. This time, he began: “This is not a fireside chat on war. It is a talk on national security, because the nub of the whole purpose of your President is to keep you now, and your children later, and your grandchildren much later, out of a last-ditch war for the preservation of American independence and all of the things that American independence means to you and to me and to ours.” Germany, Italy, and Japan were growing in military strength. While Congress had constrained the president’s ability to take action, Britain was left standing alone to fight fascist aggression. FDR said that the country needed to prepare for war.

The president warned listeners that the Nazi “masters of Germany have made it clear that they intend not only to dominate all life and thought in their own country, but also to enslave the whole of Europe, and then use the resources of Europe to dominate the rest of the world.” Calling on Americans to support the production of munitions and supplies that could be sent to the British to assist them in their war against Germany, so that the nation could avoid having to fight in the war, he said, “We must be the great arsenal of democracy.” He concluded,
I have the profound conviction that the American people are now determined to put forth a mightier effort than they have ever yet made to increase our production of all the implements of defense, to meet the threat to our democratic faith. 


As President of the United States I call for that national effort. I call for it in the name of this nation which we love and honor and which we are privileged and proud to serve. I call upon our people with absolute confidence that our common cause will greatly succeed.





The national security address, as the White House called it, had the largest radio audience in history to that time, reaching Europe and the Far East—and was heard by three-quarters of the American people. Though the speech took place on the same night that the Germans conducted a massive air raid on London, Britons were heartened by what they heard. London’s financial markets rallied.

When FDR spoke about “the great arsenal of democracy,” he was thinking primarily about the production of weapons in cities such as Detroit to be sent to an ally. What that arsenal grew into over the next decade, during World War II and the early years of the Cold War, would become something much more immense, a complex network of institutions, policies, ideologies, and political commitments—that is, a permanent national security state. Its central components were the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA); the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI); the National Security Council (NSC); the National Security Agency (NSA); the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC); a vastly enhanced navy, army (with a permanent draft), and air force; international financial assistance programs; autonomous congressional committees; and a sizable national defense budget. An expanded mass income tax enacted during World War II financed these programs as the number of taxpayers grew from 3.9 million in 1939 to 42.6 million in 1945. Moreover, the national security state was built on the foundation of an ideological commitment to continual engagement overseas, through diplomacy, war, and covert action.

The attempt to maintain an arsenal of this size would create huge and pervasive tensions and shape American politics well into the twenty-first century. The arsenal and the democracy posed threats to each other. For the national security state, the challenge was whether sound policy could be made about war and peace despite the pressures that naturally emanated from a free electoral system with parties, elections, and interest groups. For democracy, the challenge was whether the presence of a permanent national security state would create an insulated elite of policy makers who made decisions outside the political process.


FOUR CENTRAL QUESTIONS about national security and American politics have kept recurring since World War II. They have never been definitively answered, nor is it likely they will.




DOES CONGRESS OR THE PRESIDENT DRIVE NATIONAL SECURITY POLICY? 

As national security became a permanent policy challenge at home and abroad, the centralized nature of the executive branch and the president’s constitutional responsibility as commander in chief created more support for placing authority in his hands. The creation of the CIA, NSC, and NSA during the Cold War vastly expanded the executive bureaucracy. Presidents refined their public relations operations and more aggressively used the bully pulpit of the White House to influence public opinion on war and peace. Most importantly, beginning with President Truman’s decision to send troops into South Korea in the summer of 1950, presidents felt freer to enter into overseas conflicts without a formal declaration of war.

The inner struggles of each president since Truman to balance policy and politics have influenced the relationship between sitting presidents and intelligence officials, military subordinates, legislators, and former presidents. One of the touchstones of skillful presidential leadership—John F. Kennedy and the Cuban Missile Crisis, Richard Nixon and the opening to China, Ronald Reagan and the arms treaty with the Soviet Union—has been the ability to contain certain political pressures as much as possible. These presidents have moved national security away from militaristic policies even at the risk of immense political challenges.

Though presidents wield considerable power in matters of national security, so does Congress.1 In some cases, Congress has decisively driven debates and policies. The anticommunist investigations in the early 1950s were based in Congress, not the executive branch. Senator Joseph McCarthy and the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) were part of a broader network that pushed for the expansion of domestic surveillance.

Ironically, negative depictions of Congress as a rubber stamp enable legislators to get off the hook for having taken steps that result in military escalation. Often, partisan strategy rather than blind allegiance to the president is the reason for congressional decisions to use military force. The political scientists William G. Howell and Jon C. Pevehouse have demonstrated that partisan control of  Congress has been the most important factor in determining how much support or opposition a president faces in using military force.2


Congress has also played an important role in shaping public debates about national security. Congress possesses a number of methods through which to achieve this objective, including the power of investigation to influence public debate. For example, after House Minority Leader Joseph Martin invited General Douglas MacArthur, whom Truman had relieved of his command for insubordination in 1951, to speak before a joint session of Congress, Republicans used the invitation to stimulate public anger with the administration’s policies. But then Senate Democrats, led by Georgia’s Richard Russell, turned the tables. During closed-door hearings called by Republicans and intended to boost MacArthur’s standing, Russell grilled him in such a way as to cast doubt on the general’s judgment. The hearings finished MacArthur off politically.

The anticipation of midterm elections has been another way through which legislators have pressured the president. In 1966, President Lyndon Johnson faced pressure from Congress, both from left and right, and such pressure was crucial to his fateful decision to escalate the war in Vietnam. One of his main fears was that conservatives would increase their strength.

Finally, Congress has used legislation or the threat of it to pressure presidents into taking or avoiding a particular action. In 1978, in the aftermath of Vietnam and congressional investigations into the secret activities of the CIA, Congress enacted the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA), which created strict judicially enforced procedures to monitor foreign intelligence surveillance. Since the 1960s, Congress has taken a more proactive stance monitoring the substance of defense appropriations.




DO DEMOCRATS OR REPUBLICANS HOLD THE NATIONAL SECURITY ADVANTAGE? 

Even during the Cold War, partisan and intra-partisan competition over national security was much stronger than most accounts suggest. 3 The myth that politics used to stop at the water’s edge is pervasive in popular culture. The relationship between Michigan Senator Arthur Vandenberg, a Republican, and President Harry S. Truman, a Democrat, in 1947 and 1948 is often cited as the bipartisan ideal concerning national security. Truman, who served as president with a Republican Congress from 1947 to 1949, depended on Vandenberg to deliver GOP support for some of the most vital legislation of the early Cold War.

It was Vandenberg who coined the phrase “politics stops at the water’s edge” to describe his vision of Washington in the Cold War. The Republican senator and Democratic president put aside their political differences to fight communism. Bipartisanship, cooperation, and civility are the terms used to describe their relationship.

But Vandenberg and Truman in those short years do not reflect the overriding nature of national security politics in America since World War II. Their relationship was in fact an aberration even in the years when it took place.4 As the 1950 midterm elections approached, Truman wrote Vandenberg, who had become too ill with cancer to work, that it was “unfortunate” that several Republicans had decided to make foreign policy a campaign issue. “You just don’t realize what a vacuum there has been in the Senate and in the operation of our foreign policy since you left.”5


The widespread acceptance of the strategy of containment and multilateralism did not prevent Republicans and Democrats from highlighting their differences on the campaign trail and using minor distinctions to hammer their opponents. At the same time, bipartisan coalitions, such as southern Democrats and Republicans, attacked their respective party leaders on particular issues. The rise of the Republican Right in the 1940s and the response of Democrats in the following decade made Truman and Vandenberg’s bipartisanship difficult to sustain.

Democrats have oscillated between two agendas since 1945: one emphasizing the commitment to liberal internationalism nourished during World War II and the early Cold War; and the other, which, due to wars in Korea and Vietnam, questioned the need for military intervention and domestic surveillance. Liberal internationalism was attractive to many politicians who believed that the United States had to stand firm against totalitarianism and that the government could be effective at creating stability abroad.

There were other motivations, however. Many Democrats were attracted to liberal internationalism because a hawkish position helped them counter Republican arguments that liberal domestic programs revealed a socialist tendency within the party and that Democrats were unwilling to take a tough stand against domestic communism. National security likewise created a degree of consensus within the party when southerners and northerners were divided over civil rights. Whereas skepticism toward military intervention  reflected a genuine ideological disposition of many Democrats after Vietnam, this too was a position that provided Democrats some unity as they became fractured over a new set of social issues, such as civil rights and cultural liberalism.

As World War II and the Cold War made isolationism seem stra - tegically intolerable and politically suicidal, Republicans portrayed themselves as the party that was tougher on defense at the same time that they would require less, financially and physically, of American citizens: tougher against communism in the decades that lasted from the late 1940s to the 1980s and then tougher against rogue dictators and terrorists following the collapse of the Soviet Union. They preferred unilateral over multilateral action. The promise of militarism at a low cost and based purely on American interests, rather than on those of international alliances, was produced by the Republican struggle to reconcile hawkish positions with a genuine opposition to government and large civic obligations.

Just as with Democrats, for conservative Republicans the hawkish position was not only ideologically appealing but also politically useful in dampening substantial and sometimes intractable divisions over issues such as civil rights and social policy. For Republicans, the added value of focusing on the investigation of domestic communism was that they could attract southern Democrats on a key set of national security votes. They could also link popular national security arguments about communism to domestic policy debates by attacking liberals as socialists, a step away from communists.

It has been a truism that national security has been one area where Republicans, under the influence of the conservative movement, have consistently done well in political battle. The findings presented in this book, however, are not so rosy for the right, for the hawkish national security agenda has proven to be a devil’s bargain for conservatism.

Most importantly, the conservative agenda has never been as politically invulnerable as its proponents believed and its opponents feared. Liberals have repeatedly been able to weaken the advantage of the right, and when conservatives have controlled Congress and/or the White House, they have had trouble living by their own rhetoric. In recent decades, neoconservatives have often pushed Republicans into extremely ambitious goals for foreign policy that have opened up deep divisions in the GOP and set up impossible tasks. Additionally, the hawkish agenda has pushed conservatives into an embrace of government that has caused significant tension with the movement’s founding principles.

In contrast to the traditional picture of conservative domination of national security, national security politics has in fact been quite dynamic and fluid. Conservatives’ anti-government philosophy has opened them up to attack for failing to devote resources to support their militaristic agenda. Until conservative Republicans achieved significant positions of power in 1981, these contradictions were easier to ignore given that on the campaign trail their agenda was untested. With President Ronald Reagan, all of that changed.6





HOW BIG DO WE WANT OUR GOVERNMENT TO BE? 

The expansion of the U.S. national security state agenda brought with it the growth of federal power. Whether it means fighting wars abroad, maintaining adequate forces in times of relative peace, or pursuing alleged subversive forces at home, national security resulted in the expansion of federal government institutions.

Both liberals and conservatives have been uneasy with this expansion, though for different reasons. Most of the major policies crafted during the early Cold War reflected such fears, as politicians jerry-built a national security apparatus that attempted to respect the desire for limited government, minimal taxation and deficits, and constraints on the demands made of citizens.

The tensions evident in the early Cold War remained points of contention into the new century. Since World War II, as Democrats called for an expansion of federal institutions to combat internal subversion, they understood the threats to civil liberties this growth posed as well as the way in which accusations about communism could be used against the left. There was no clear solution other than to strive for some kind of balance.

The other major concern of liberals centered on whether increases in the size of government for the purpose of national security would come at the expense of domestic programs. While liberals in general believed the government could provide both guns and butter, there were strong fears that politics would force a trade-off.

Conservatives as a group were also concerned about the impact national security policies would have on civic life. There was no way around the fact that the national security state required more spending and taxes, more intrusions into the privacy of Americans, increased citizen obligations—including military service—and participation in international alliances.

Conservatives tried to mediate between these objectives through policies that contained government as much as possible.7 They called  for reductions in domestic spending and stressed how a unilateral approach to foreign policy could limit America’s military commitments. Conservatives promised that they could fight wars in a less costly fashion by relying on a professional military, as opposed to a draft, and using airpower rather than ground troops to lower the physical cost of war to Americans.




SHOULD THE UNITED STATES GO IT ALONE? 

Throughout the nation’s history, its leaders have constantly asked whether the United States should pursue unilateral or multilateral strategies. Up through the early twentieth century, the country engaged in wars abroad and at home, but most politicians preferred to avoid international alliances whenever they made military decisions.8


The unilateral tradition came into question after World War I. President Woodrow Wilson wanted multilateralism to be the basis of foreign policy and tried to win support for the League of Nations. In 1919, he failed to persuade the Senate, and the nation, to join the League. He lost the battle, but public support increased for the argument that foreign policy needed to be constructed along multilateral lines. During World War II and the early Cold War, both Presidents Roosevelt and Truman had more success promoting multilateralism as the United States helped create and then participate in institutions like the United Nations.

Skepticism about multilateralism continued throughout the century. Many conservatives rejected the notion that the United States should make decisions based on anything but the national interest. During the 1970s, both parties moved toward unilateralism. Policy makers were more willing to use force abroad without the consent of allies and to manipulate international institutions as vehicles to justify decisions made in the national interest. Even many Democrats, particularly younger centrists, agreed on this strategy and were willing to allow national interests to dictate actions.

Yet the experience with multilateralism in the 1940s and the success of World War II and the early Cold War made the values associated with it difficult to forget. When national security crises flared, proponents of both approaches continued their debate into the twenty-first century.
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UNEASY WARRIORS


BEFORE WORLD WAR II, Americans had never created a permanent national security state. It was not that they were naïve or inexperienced with war. The United States was, after all, forged in a bloody international conflict. Even before the birth of the nation, the domination and destruction of Native American tribes called for military operations. President Thomas Jefferson sent troops to combat Barbary pirates in 1801, and eleven years later, Americans defeated British troops on American soil. In 1846, the United States squared off against Mexico, resulting in the acquisition of Texas and California. And with the Civil War from 1861 to 1865, Americans were subjected to the machinery and tragedy of war.

While Americans were willing to fight when necessary in the nineteenth century and more than comfortable expanding national power through military force, most politicians and citizens were unwilling to commit to a permanent national security state. They would fight a war, and then when it was done, they put away their arms and set their minds to other things. They adhered to a unilateral outlook on foreign involvement in which the United States would do what it needed to do but only based on its own interests.1


Beginning with George Washington, presidents had legitimated the notion of unilateralism through dramatic proclamations extolling the right of the nation to remain free from foreign entanglements. In his farewell address in 1796, Washington said, “Europe has a set of primary interests, which to us have none, or a very remote relation.” In December 1823, President James Monroe, with the Monroe Doctrine, proclaimed that the United States would not interfere in the  “internal affairs” of Europe and that if Europe intervened in any part of the Americas, that would be considered an act of aggression. Supported by the fact that two oceans separated the United States from Europe and Asia, this outlook justified a national strategy of mobilizing for war on an ad hoc basis.

Presidents of major political parties did deploy military force when necessary, but they relied on temporary mobilizations for each conflict, as with the War of 1812 and the acquisition of western territory. Wartime programs such as military conscription were quickly dismantled once an operation ended. The federal government did not devote extensive resources to the longest ongoing military operation of the nineteenth century, westward territorial expansion, instead relying on a “minimal army” to do a “minimal job,” according to the historian Eric Rauchway. By the twentieth century, the United States was spending far less on military preparedness than the major nations of Europe. In 1918, as the First World War ended, France spent $234.79 per capita on the military, the United Kingdom $187.96, Germany $131.40, while the United States spent only $67.96.2 The United States did not adopt a permanent draft before 1940, and the levels of military spending remained minuscule. As late as 1940, it allocated just 1.7 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) to national defense. This compares to military spending that reached 14.2 percent in 1953, during the Korean War, and 10 percent in 1959.

 



 



 




IN THE LATE nineteenth century, American politicians finally started to reckon seriously with the reality of the wider world and debate the ideas of internationalism. The perceived threat of an international anarchist network that was protesting, and willing to fight, the expanding power of capitalism led many Americans to worry about the connections that existed between the home front and Europe. On May 4, 1886, during a gathering of workers at Haymarket Square in Chicago, organized by anarchist leaders in response to a crack-down on striking workers, a bomb was tossed at a line of policemen as they moved violently to disperse the crowd. Several police were killed by gunfire. “The villainous teachings of the Anarchists bore bloody fruit in Chicago to-night,” opined the New York Times.3  Chicago government officials prohibited further protests, and eight anarchists were brought to trial, with the court convicting them, based on flimsy evidence, for being accessories to murder. Illinois Governor John Altgeld commuted three of the sentences, one of the persons found guilty killed himself, and four others were hanged.

Industrial leaders saw the connections that were shaping the modern world not just through anarchism, but through their belief that the economic vitality of the United States as a new industrial power was affected by the health of foreign markets as well as by access to overseas workers and raw materials. Each decade since the 1870s saw severe economic downturns—the worst being the depression between 1893 and 1897—and gaining access to additional markets, including those in Asia, they assumed, could help the economy. The influx of foreigners into the nation’s cities and factories made tangible the international nexus within which the United States operated. Without a stronger military to preserve stability in areas such as Latin America and Asia, a growing number of policy makers and industrial titans were coming to sense that the United States would suffer economically.

Many young policy makers were swept up by imperial ambitions. The dizzying rate of industrial and technological progress stimulated them to contemplate a larger international role for the nation, and they realized that, if the United States wanted to compete with Britain, France, Russia, and Japan, it needed to be prepared for military ventures and to play a bigger role overseas. Wars in areas such as the Caribbean were attractive to those who had the imperial bug since the conflicts would enable the United States to demonstrate its national strength and superiority to rivals in Europe and Asia.

Imperialist and progressive impulses sometimes went hand in hand in the late nineteenth century. Intellectuals at America’s leading research universities were providing arguments to support imperial ambitions and were at the forefront of the ideological ferment that shaped the Progressive era—which lasted from the 1890s through the 1920s and was characterized by a widespread belief that economic and social progress in the nation could prevent the kind of violent class conflict that existed in Europe from occurring here. But many intellectual and political elites during this era concluded that to guarantee that progress, modern, bureaucratic government and expertise were necessary to overcome the social unrest produced by industrialization and urbanization, and to strengthen America’s role abroad. The research being published in these decades offered powerful claims as to how government institutions could be used to improve social and economic conditions in America and abroad. The same Progressive-era arguments that inspired some politicians to seek domestic stability through government intervention led them to think that government could achieve comparable goals in other parts of the world. In his classic work The Promise of American Life  (1909), Herbert Croly argued that in troubled countries like Panama, the United States could restore “order and good government”—just as government could at home.4


The emergence of the eugenics movement offered a more sinister rationale for expanding America’s role in the world by asserting the supremacy of Anglo-Saxons. Proponents claimed it was possible to measure and clearly rank an intelligence hierarchy among different racial and ethnic groups. The sociologist Edward Ross, who coined the term “race suicide” in a famous 1901 article, “The Causes of Racial Superiority,” warned that “inferior” population groups in the United States were gaining too much power. These arguments were used to justify efforts to “Americanize” certain immigrant groups, and to exclude others so that they did not endanger the future of the “white race,” which meant white Northern European Protestants. It did not require a huge step for policy makers to translate ideas about racial purity into an argument about how the United States could make other parts of the world safer and more democratic by “civilizing” allegedly inferior people. The term, vaguely defined, usually referred to the imposition of Anglo-American political values, culture, and political influence.

There was a security argument behind expanding American power. Industrial technology made it increasingly easy for other countries, using more and more devastating firepower, to gain control over new territory, most worryingly in the Pacific and Caribbean.5


 



 




BEGINNING IN THE 1890s, northeastern Republicans appropriated all of these arguments to develop a coherent internationalist ideology. They were closely tied to the industrial barons of the era so they were keenly aware of the importance of overseas conditions to the domestic economy. They were also in contact with the universities, which many of them had attended, that were conducting an ongoing dialogue about internationalism, foreign policy, and the sources of empire.

One of the leading figures in this cohort was Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, a Massachusetts Brahmin who had studied German and Anglo-Saxon history at Harvard. While writing his dissertation on the ancient roots of Anglo-Saxon law, he became deeply immersed in arguments by historians such as George Bancroft and Herbert Baxter Adams about the development and superiority of Anglo-Saxon institutions such as constitutional government.

In 1879, after working for a few years in academia, Lodge entered politics. In the Senate from 1893, he focused most of his attention on foreign policy and was one of the most ardent champions of building a strong navy. During one speech, calling for higher funding for the navy, Lodge argued that “it was the sea power in history which enabled Rome to crush Hannibal, perhaps the greatest military genius of all time; it was the sea power which enabled England to bring Napoleon’s empire to ruins. . . . It is the sea power which is essential to the greatness of every splendid people.” If there were any doubts about his imperial ambitions, Lodge concluded by saying, “We are a great people; we control this continent; we are dominant in this hemisphere; we have too great an inheritance to be trifled with or parted with. It is ours to guard and to extend.”6 Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan, the strategist who wrote several landmark books on the importance of a strong navy to the creation of an empire, and Assistant Secretary of the Navy Theodore Roosevelt were of like mind.

Roosevelt was a wealthy, Harvard-educated New Yorker who had compensated for his childhood physical ailments by living an adventuresome outdoor life. His first book, The Naval War of 1812, published in 1882, remained for decades the definitive work on the subject. Many other books followed over the years, including The Winning of the West, in four volumes. He had abandoned his studies at Columbia Law School after winning election to the New York Assembly in 1880, where he pushed for government reform and took on political corruption. After a stint on the U.S. Civil Service Commission, he headed the New York City Police Board, where he revamped the city’s policing system.

In 1897, President William McKinley appointed Roosevelt assistant secretary of the navy. TR pressured the administration to take action against Spanish rule in Cuba, stepping down from his position when war started to create the First U.S. Volunteer Cavalry Regiment, known as the Rough Riders, which went to Cuba to fight. The thrill of the fight was intense for TR. As his cavalry marched toward Santiago de Cuba, they encountered an unexpected Spanish attack and lost sixteen soldiers; TR showed his grit by counterattacking even when he opened himself to gunfire. Roosevelt and his troops waited at the bottom of San Juan Hill, which was believed essential to taking control of Santiago. When he received the command to support the regular troops that were already fighting, Roosevelt said, “I sprang on my horse, and then my ‘crowded hour’ began.” The operation was successful and the experience whetted his thirst for warfare.7


Back in New York, Roosevelt ran for governor in 1898 and won. In this position, he pushed for an expanded role for state government  and continued his drive to reform politics. When Republican leaders in Washington, excited about his record in military affairs, picked him to run for vice president with William McKinley in 1900, many New York Republicans were happy to get him out of the state. In Washington, Roosevelt envisioned a powerful international role for the United States; he dreamed of empire. Speaking at the Naval War College in 1897, Roosevelt had said, “All the great masterful races have been fighting races, and the minute that a race loses the hard fighting virtues, then, no matter what else it may retain, no matter how skilled in commerce and finance, in science or art, it has lost its proud right to stand as the equal of the best.”8


Others in this group of internationalist Republicans, like McKinley, were more apprehensive about American intervention when there was no direct military threat to the nation, but they were prepared to promote these policies under the right circumstances. The Wall Street lawyer Elihu Root (McKinley’s secretary of war and later TR’s secretary of state) was enthused about the possibility of promoting open markets with government assistance and ensuring access around the globe for U.S. business, though he proved to be much more reticent than Roosevelt or Mahan about the use of military force to achieve these goals.

The Republican internationalists couched their desire to obtain control of territory overseas by promising that the United States would bring civilization to those areas. They called for more investment in the army and the professionalization of the armed forces as well as of the diplomatic corps. More importantly, they sought support for a huge buildup of the navy, which was believed essential to making an empire.

These Republicans focused on certain territories when making their expansionist arguments. One was Hawaii, sovereign islands located en route to Asia and perceived as economically crucial. The United States had strengthened its influence in Hawaii as a result of missionary activity and the sugar industry. Through a treaty signed in 1887, it obtained the right to maintain a naval base in Pearl Harbor. After U.S. tariff policies caused economic turmoil in the early 1890s, a Hawaiian nationalist monarchy took power. An 1893 coup assisted by Americans toppled it and created a provisional government. Hawaii became a symbol for expansion and empire.

 




THE REPUBLICAN INTERNATIONALISTS found their defining moment in the Spanish-American War. The confrontation came after a long history of tension between the United States and Spain,  which had been a weakened power in the nineteenth century and was defensive, as it had failed to protect its territories in the Southwest. American politicians had been interested in obtaining control of Cuba since early in the nineteenth century, but northern fears of taking on another slave territory prevented its acquisition.

It was not until 1898, when northeastern Republicans coalesced around an internationalist agenda, that the United States was prepared to strike at nearby Spanish holdings, such as Cuba, and in the Pacific, the distant Philippines. Republicans had imperial and economic reasons to make sure that Cuba was stable and outside of Spanish control. U.S. companies maintained close economic ties to Cuba. Between 1859 and 1897, of the total exports from Cuba, the percentage that went to the United States increased from 42 percent to 87 percent. During that same period, American business invested $50 million in the island.9 Business interests were lukewarm about war in Cuba, fearing that it would undermine recovery from the depression of the earlier 1890s, and many congressional Republican leaders believed that U.S. diplomatic pressure could change aggressive Spanish attitudes about Cuba.

From 1868 to 1878, Cuban rebels had mounted an unsuccessful war against their Spanish occupiers. Spain ultimately defeated the insurgents and proceeded to impose brutal conditions on the Cubans. Beginning in 1898, the U.S. tabloids, the so-called yellow press, drummed up public hostility against Spain. Newspaper publishers Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst, whose New York World and New York Journal were in an intense competition, relentlessly published stories very often based on the thinnest of evidence about Spanish atrocities committed in Cuba. They believed that stories of rebels fighting for independence against an old empire would sell papers.

Throughout 1897 and 1898, midwestern Republicans expressed little support for military operations not directly related to the security of the nation. Indiana Republican Representative Henry Underwood Johnson said that war with Spain would “shake the business interests of this country to the foundation.”The economy had finally recovered from the depression of the earlier 1890s, so committing U.S. resources to war was unwelcome. They also worried that a robust national security agenda would entail acceptance of international obligations and treaties that would require military actions not essential to the national interest. At the same time, the alliances would diminish the constitutional authority of Congress to decide when to declare war. Republicans from other regions of the country  shared many of these concerns. Maryland Republican George Wellington said war would “open a veritable Pandora’s box of ills. Our foreign commerce will be paralysed, our trade crippled, industries come to a standstill, the arm of labour will be lamed, taxes will increase, values become unsettled, the currency deranged, and the public debt augmented. If war comes, the thunder of guns . . . will bring death and disaster to our men, sorrow to our homes, contaminating diseases to our shores.”10


Despite these reservations, the party leadership supported expansionism in the 1896 presidential election between McKinley and Democrat William Jennings Bryan. The Republican platform called for annexation, intervention, military might—and Cuban independence: “We believe that the Government of the United States should actively use its influence and good offices to restore peace and give independence to the island.” Seeking to balance the different factions of his party and avoid war, President McKinley first tried to use diplomacy. Although he obtained concessions from the Spanish government, the Cuban rebels were unwilling to agree to halfway measures.

Republicans feared that congressional Democrats were trying to move to the forefront of the issue. Before the Civil War there had been southern interest in annexing Cuba as a slave state, but after the war, congressional Democrats opposed war in Cuba, and southern Democrats were particularly outspoken on the issue. Although white southerners had been the strongest source of support for military intervention overseas for most of the nineteenth century, they had broken with this pattern after Reconstruction when the North used military institutions against them to try to create racial equality.

In the case of Cuba, many southern elites had believed that the war primarily benefited the northeastern economic sector that maintained sizable investments in the island and did not want those disrupted. White southerners feared that military engagement in the Caribbean would lead to racial mixing. In addition, the devastated state of the southern economy dissuaded legislators from spending federal money on an international initiative. Democrats had included support in their 1896 platform, but the wording was timid, and when someone raised a Cuban flag during the convention, the chairman ordered it lowered. By 1898, however, a large contingent of Democrats were trying to rebuild from the 1896 elections, when Republicans gained control of Congress and the White House. By calling for military action in Cuba, they sought to steal the thunder from Republicans on this issue.

On February 15, 1898, there was an explosion on the USS  Maine, which had been sent to Havana in response to the rising civil disorder and fears for the safety of Americans living in Cuba. The ensuing outcry in the yellow press as well as from congressional Democrats and members of his own party forced McKinley’s hand. Although the explosion was actually caused by broken machinery, the yellow press blamed Spain. There was no more time for cautious diplomacy. Members of both parties in Congress called for war. McKinley felt he could no longer hold Congress back. He also needed the support of the powerful northeastern international cohort in his party as he worried about maintaining his presidency in the 1900 reelection.

On March 9, Congress appropriated $50 million for national defense, with most of the funds going to the navy. McKinley obtained authority from Congress to demand that the Spanish withdraw from Cuba on April 18. When they did not, Congress established a volunteer army, and on April 24, Spain declared war on the United States. The next day Congress reciprocated.

The Spanish-American War did not last long, as U.S. volunteer troops and the navy overwhelmed a weak and poorly run Spanish military. One of the first major battles took place on May 1 in Manila Bay with U.S. forces devastating the Spanish and only one American killed. As the war progressed, McKinley shed his restraint and sent troops into the Philippines and ordered the annexation of Hawaii. The fighting ended on August 12. On February 6, 1899, the Senate ratified the Treaty of Paris, which placed Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Guam under different kinds of subservient governing relationships with the United States. McKinley relied on presidential power, including distribution of patronage, to overcome southern opposition about race mixing that would result from annexation of these territories.

The Spanish-American War was a triumph for Republican supporters of internationalism. The quick and decisive victory proved that the military could be effective and that success could bring stability, as well as more territory. Although westward continental expansion had ended, the United States could grow abroad. McKinley, who received credit for having poured money into the navy, which was responsible for the victory, received widespread praise for his performance.

The war did not, however, create any sort of consensus surrounding the idea of internationalism or a national security state, and after it was over the political coalition that had supported it weakened.  Military spending as a percentage of GDP fell from 2.1 percent to 1.13 percent by 1900, lower than that in Britain, Germany, or France. Resistance to further overseas operations remained strong among many Republicans and most Democrats. Filipinos rejected American rule and attacked U.S. soldiers in 1899, turning this into a more expansive operation to achieve stability.

The fighting caused greater unease in the United States about the costs of expansion and about the belief that people living under U.S. forces would be “civilized,” as proponents had promised. Many southerners were no longer behind these efforts. Virginia’s John Daniel warned that controlling the Filipinos would result in the mixing of races.11 The Anti-Imperialist League, formed in 1898, warned that “imperialism is hostile to liberty and tends toward militarism, an evil from which it has been our glory to be free.” The league consisted of a membership of diverse background, including Mark Twain, the social activist Jane Addams, and the industrialist Andrew Carnegie.

 




ON SEPTEMBER 6, 1901, during a visit to the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, New York, President McKinley was shot and killed by an anarchist. The assassination heightened national security fears about an international network of radicals and anarchists attempting to wage war on capitalism, with bombings taking place everywhere from Chicago to Spain.12 McKinley’s successor, Theodore Roosevelt, was not dissuaded by the arguments of the Anti-Imperialist League and went even further in attempting to define a robust national security agenda for the GOP, though without the threat of a major war TR was unable to break through nineteenth-century resistance to internationalism and a national security state.

Roosevelt had a bold vision about what the United States could accomplish. He believed that it could expand its territorial influence while improving the condition of people who came under its control. “Whether we desire it or not, we must henceforth recognize that we have international duties no less than international rights.”13


Racism played a significant role in TR’s political thought; he was fully persuaded by arguments about how it was possible to civilize “inferior” races. His four-volume The Winning of the West (1889-1896) was “a record of endless feats of arms, of victory after victory in the ceaseless strife waged against wild man and wild nature.” As president, Roosevelt emerged as a champion of naval power and building America’s military so that it could exert greater influence in strategic areas.

Like many Progressive-era intellectuals, Roosevelt believed that demonstrating American power overseas could help the country regain a sense of self-confidence and unity that had been shaken by the 1890s economic downturns, domestic strife between workers and business, and the emergence of radical political forces. In 1902, Roosevelt told Congress, “As a people we have played a large part in the world, and we are bent upon making our future even larger than the past. In particular, the events of the last four years have definitely decided that, for woe or for weal, our place must be great among the nations. We may either fail greatly or succeed greatly; but we cannot avoid the endeavor from which either great failure or great success must come. Even if we would, we cannot play a small part. If we should try, all that would follow would be that we should play a large part ignobly and shamefully.”

As president, Roosevelt devoted himself to the institutions needed for war, expanding the presence of the United States in other parts of the world and strengthening its military forces. He authorized more money for the regular army and even more for the navy. The navy finished its transition to a modern battleship fleet during his presidency. The number of battleships rose to thirty-six in 1913, from eleven in 1898, placing the United States third after Britain and Germany.14 He also took on the challenge of the anarchist threat by supporting an immigration reform in 1903 that prohibited individuals “opposed to all organized government” from entering the country.15


TR claimed that the United States maintained the right to intervene in the affairs of Latin America and other regions when necessary. Roosevelt went so far as to foment a revolution in 1903 in Panama against Colombian domination to ease the way for construction of the Panama Canal. The Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine asserted the right of the United States to intervene in Central and South America when small nations could not repay their international debts—not just when being attacked by European powers. After his election in 1904 to a full term, Roosevelt told Congress, “In the western hemisphere, the adherence of the United States to the Monroe Doctrine may force the United States, however reluctantly, in flagrant cases of such wrongdoing or impotence, to the exercise of an international police power.”

Roosevelt also saw the use of diplomacy as part of the American arsenal. In June 1905, Roosevelt invited Russia and Japan to meet at Portsmouth, New Hampshire, to negotiate an end to their war, which had been raging since 1904 over control of Manchuria and  other territory in East Asia. The United States had supported Japan during the war. Relations with Russia had worsened following pogroms against Jews in the 1890s as well as fears that Russia sought to expand its influence in Asia. Roosevelt was also concerned about revolutionary activity by socialists and communists in 1905 who were clamoring to bring down the despotic Tsar Nicholas II. Although Roosevelt had little love for the tsar, he feared the radical nature of the revolutionary movement. Seeking to stabilize the situation, Roosevelt pushed to achieve peace. The Russians had been badly defeated by that point, so they agreed to the meeting. All sides signed a treaty in September.16 For his role in the negotiations, Roosevelt received the Nobel Peace Prize.

This period saw the face of government change radically. The staff of the State Department rose from 76 in 1890 to 708 by 1920. The army, which was never bigger than 30,000 from 1871 to 1890, peaked at 210,000 in 1898, then fell, remaining between 64,000 and 108,000 until World War I.17 Under TR’s successor, President William Howard Taft, who had been the first civilian governor-general of the Philippines from 1901 to 1904, the United States engaged in what critics later called “Dollar Diplomacy,” whereby the government worked to protect easy access for U.S. businessmen to overseas markets and to promote investment in countries like China.

With all of the changes that had occurred under TR, however, the government remained underdeveloped in terms of its national security institutions. Defense remained a small portion of the budget and GDP. The GOP remained divided over these policies. If Republican proponents of internationalism wanted to transform politics, they had a long way to go to build up the necessary institutions and ideas.

 




WOODROW WILSON RECEIVED his Ph.D. in political science from Johns Hopkins University and published a book based on his dissertation, Congressional Government, in 1885. The book lamented the fact that the separation of powers in the U.S. political system did not allow for the kind of efficient and bold decision making practiced by the parties in European parliamentary systems. To achieve disciplined party action, Wilson felt that the congressional process would have to change. Congressional committee chairmen commanded enormous power, he wrote, and members frequently voted based on electoral self-interest as opposed to the good of the party. America needed stronger parties and stronger presidents. In the existing system, the public could not hold anyone accountable and government power was chaotically fragmented  among so many committee fiefdoms. “In a word,”Wilson wrote, “the national parties do not act in Congress under the restraint of a sense of immediate responsibility. Responsibility is spread thin; and no vote or debate can gather it.”18 It was virtually impossible to push big ideas through the legislative process given that there were so many veto points. One reviewer called Wilson’s book “the best critical writing on the American constitution which has appeared since the ‘Federalist’ papers.”19 Wilson became a professor at Princeton in 1890 and the university’s president in 1902. Before becoming president of the United States, he also served as governor of New Jersey for two years.

Wilson found himself in an ideal situation upon taking office. Democrats controlled both branches of government for the first time since 1896. They held 291 seats in the House and 51 seats (out of 96) in the Senate, so Wilson had no incentive for bipartisanship. He had defeated a badly divided Republican Party. Frustrated with Taft’s reluctance to expand federal government regulations and bureaucracies into key areas of the economy, Roosevelt had broken with the GOP and run as the candidate of the Progressive Party, receiving 27.4 percent of the popular vote to Wilson’s 41.9 percent. Taft came in third with 23.2 percent, and he and TR, formerly allies, drifted apart.

Wilson tried to govern in Washington like a British prime minister by coordinating White House decisions with congressional Democratic deliberations. His objective was to nurture an ongoing flow of discussions as well as to coordinate political strategy. He also expanded his own public role by convening regular press conferences and—adopting a practice that had been abandoned after John Adams—speaking before Congress.

Back in the 1890s, he had written about the need for collective security: “No nation any longer lives apart. Ours is a day, not of national so much as of international and common forces.”20 He had supported the Spanish-American War and the territorial expansion that followed. Wilson was part of a growing number of Democrats whose education and experiences made them sympathetic to the arguments of northeastern Republicans. “No war ever transformed us quite as the war with Spain transformed us,” he wrote in 1902. “The nation has stepped forth into the open arena of the world.”21


Wilson was also closely connected to, and influenced by, a network of progressives and socialists that included Jane Addams, Max Eastman, and Eugene V. Debs, who wanted to create mechanisms for collective security that could maintain international peace and who  felt that domestic reform depended on eradicating war and the forces of imperialism that produced it. During his campaign, Wilson said, “The same exploitation and injustice within our borders applies to international questions. . . . How are we going to do justice to other nations if we don’t know justice?”22


By 1912, Wilson had seen ample evidence of the need for some new mechanism for collective security and military intervention. In the previous decade, wars, revolutions, and civil conflict had rocked China, Cuba, and the Philippines. Wilson and his progressive peers understood that the world was on the brink of broad-scale warfare and that collective efforts were the only way to stabilize international relations.

Once in office, Wilson made it clear that he was willing to use military force unilaterally. He had sufficient support for these limited interventions, though they came under fire from peace organizations as well as Republican internationalists who preferred a more aggressive display of force. In 1914, he deployed troops to Mexico to try to oust President Victoriano Huerta, a general who had come to power through a coup d’état. With Mexico and other cases, such as his decision to send troops into Haiti in 1915, Wilson exhibited the same belief as TR in thinking that the United States could bring social progress to non-Anglo-Saxon groups. He promoted the operations as efforts to use military power as a tool to nurture more progressive and democratic forces against authoritarian and anti-democratic leaders.

Wilson saw that the European balance of power had reached the breaking point because of the intensified competition among imperial regimes. When war did break out in 1914, he was hesitant to involve U.S. troops. He understood that the nature of war in the modern technological era, with the invention of the machine gun and poison gas, would be extremely brutal, and that there was little support among the citizenry for entering the war. One of the most popular songs in 1916 was “Don’t Take My Darling Boy Away.” Congress reflected this skepticism by refusing to devote the budgetary resources needed to strengthen the army and navy, leaving military institutions to look in 1916 much as they had been in 1901. In 1917, the United States was spending half as much per capita on the military as Germany and a third as much as France.23


Wilson, however, did not sit still. In 1915, he warned that Germans would be held accountable for any damage suffered by Americans as a result of U-boat attacks. When a German U-boat sank the British ocean liner Lusitania on May 7, 1915, killing 1,198 passengers, including 128 American citizens, the president wrote to the  German government that Americans had the right to travel on passenger ships without having to fear attack. The sinking and Wilson’s response raised the fear of war in the United States.

If the president needed a reminder of the opposition, it came in the form of his secretary of state, William Jennings Bryan. As the 1896 Democratic presidential candidate, Jennings had mesmerized rural and working-class Americans with his populist rhetoric. Wilson had brought him into the cabinet because Bryan still commanded an enormous following in the Democratic Party. Bryan resigned in 1915 believing that the president was trying to drum up a crisis. He was popular in the South, so his resignation hurt Wilson, who needed the support of southern congressional Democrats.

Meanwhile, as Wilson carefully maneuvered his way through the politics of war and peace, some Senate Republicans stepped into the breach and tried to reclaim the internationalist mantle. These Republican internationalists led the charge by extending the arguments that they had made in the early 1900s about America’s need to prepare for war and engage in international affairs. The League to Enforce Peace, founded in 1915 by figures from the worlds of law, business, and politics, set out to promote the creation of a group that used international law to resolve disputes. Former President Taft was the group’s most prominent member.

A preparedness movement, spearheaded by influential Republicans including Roosevelt and Lodge, called for an expansion of the regular army, a strengthened navy, conscription, and other measures that would place the United States on permanent war footing. One preparedness organization, the National Security League, warned that Wilson was not taking these issues seriously enough, that war was coming, and that the United States would not be ready for the challenge. The membership in these organizations skyrocketed after the sinking of Lusitania. Wilson called on Congress to allocate funds for a larger navy and began discussions with Congress about expanding the regular army, though these fell apart because of southern opposition.

Running for reelection in 1916 and using the slogan “He Kept Us Out of War,”Wilson defeated Republican Charles Evans Hughes. Democrats reminded voters that they were “working—not fighting” under the current administration and painted Republicans as the war party that threatened to entangle the United States in the sordid affairs of Europe. Democrats stressed that Wilson had promoted a buildup in the military so that the United States was now strong enough to avoid war. Wilson also introduced a vision of collective  security into the campaign, promising to support an international institution to protect the peace. Wilson had pushed through Congress a number of progressive domestic measures—such as the Revenue Act of 1916, which created the most progressive tax structure in American history, with the burden of the funding falling on the wealthiest Americans—thus forging an alliance with the left that resulted in a powerful coalition. Republicans promised peace and neutrality, but at the same time they criticized Wilson for not having done enough to get the nation on sound wartime footing.

Although sticking to his promise to keep the peace, Wilson sounded more bellicose toward the end of the campaign when he warned about the dangers coming from Europe. He helped win congressional support for the National Defense Act, which expanded the regular army and strengthened the national guard. He endorsed the Naval Expansion Act to build more battleships. TR and other Republicans, however, complained that the efforts were insufficient.24


Trying to thread the needle on peace and war worked for Wilson, but only barely. He received 277 electoral votes and 49.4 percent of the popular vote to Hughes’s 254 electoral votes and 46.2 percent. The Democratic margin in both the House and the Senate narrowed, and both chambers were about evenly split, while independents and Progressives now had much greater influence.

Republicans were furious about how Democrats had conducted the campaign. They felt that Wilson had played politics with the possibility of war and that he was dishonest with voters about his intentions in Europe.

 




AMERICA HAD STOOD by for three years as war ravaged Europe, with Wilson trying to keep the nation out of the war between the Allied Powers (Britain, France, Russia, Italy, and Japan) and the Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, the Ottoman Empire, and Bulgaria), but by 1917 tensions between the United States and Germany had reached a fever pitch due to German submarine attacks on American ships in the Atlantic. With reelection behind him, Wilson was eager to outline his vision to Congress and the world for a road map to a peaceful future.

On January 22, he made a speech about “peace without victory,” the first presidential address to Congress on foreign policy since John Adams’s State of the Union Address in 1800. In the speech, which was entitled “A World League for Peace,” he introduced themes to Congress, and to the American public, about the importance of collective security and national self-determination, themes  that would define his national security vision. Wilson said, “I am proposing government by the consent of the governed; that freedom of the seas which in international conference after conference representatives of the United States have urged with the eloquence of those who are the convinced disciples of liberty; and that moderation of armaments which makes of armies and navies a power for order merely, not an instrument of aggression or of selfish violence.” Wilson argued that all nations should be considered equal. He said, “Right must be based upon the common strength, not upon the individual strength, of the nations upon whose concert peace will depend.” His vision of a postwar order, governed by a league through which nations would work and coordinate with each other to avoid war while respecting the sovereignty of all people seemed bold, path breaking, and promising. He said that the peace “must be followed by some definite concert of power which will make it virtually impossible that any such catastrophe should ever overwhelm us again.” Senators from both parties were so caught up in the president’s words that they were literally leaning forward in their seats, in total silence, so as not to miss a single phrase.

But after a day, Republicans found much to criticize. Senator Lawrence Sherman of Illinois called it the “stump speech from the throne.” Lodge took aim at the idea of self-determination as well as the notion that nations would enter into some alliance to make sure war did not break out again. He questioned how far the United States would be willing to go to make sure this principle was upheld with all countries. Lodge also insisted on an unconditional surrender by the Germans. Regarding an international body for resolving disputes, he said, “you can not make effective a league of peace, ‘supported by the organized force of mankind,’ by language or high-sounding phrases.”The progressive journalist Herbert Croly told the president that there “seems to be a tendency among Republicans to oppose the participation of the United States in a League of Nations under any conditions. They seem to have decided to try to make party capital out of it.”25


Wilson was in a much stronger position in January, however, than he had been a year before. Since his reelection he had been working tirelessly to build support for entering the war by launching an intense loyalty campaign in 1916 and 1917, during which administration supporters equated patriotism with loyalty to the president. Through public speeches and editorials from sympathetic newspaper editors, the administration stirred up public sentiment. “So long as we have contrary sympathies,”Wilson said in a tour of the South, “so  long as one body of us is pulling in one direction and another direction, we can’t do anything, either for ourselves or for the world.” After the U.S. diplomat Pleasant Stovall visited Georgia and Florida, he reported to the president that the program was working: “Any mention of your war policies was applauded with enthusiasm, and I have yet to find a single town or city where the people were not ready and willing for any call or any sacrifice.”26


By January, Wilson had built up a coalition, albeit a fragile one, in Congress that supported military engagement in Europe and the creation of a stronger national security state. The Republican internationalists were, of course, adamant in their support, even though they detested Wilson for what they considered his failure to prepare the nation’s military. There were also northeastern Democrats, such as Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who had been educated in the region’s institutions and worked and socialized in internationalist circles, who shared Wilson’s understanding of a global community, of which the United States was a part, that seemed on the verge of descending into chaos.

A strong and bipartisan progressive movement had also developed in support of military engagement in Europe. Some progressive activists believed that the war could help build support for government intervention as a principle and extend progressive activism to other parts of the world. The philosopher John Dewey spoke about the “social possibilities” that could result from the war, while the journalist Walter Lippmann said that the war offered a moment to “stand committed as never before to the realization of democracy in America.” Lippmann predicted that after the combat ended, Americans would “turn with fresh interest to our own tyrannies—to our Colorado mines, our autocratic steel industries, our sweatshops and our slums. We shall call that man un-American and no patriot who prates of liberty in Europe and resists it at home.”27


Progressive activists felt that without world peace it would be impossible to pursue social legislation, whereas ending the war sooner rather than later would allow the president to turn his attention to the issues that had concerned him in his first term, and many, including Jane Addams, also wanted the imperial powers to collapse. 28 In January 1917, the British literary critic Sydney Brooks, responding to Wilson’s speech to Congress, wrote in the New York Tribune, “All the belligerents have proclaimed, and with equal sincerity, that the latest war must also be the last, and that this is a war to end all wars.”29 Brooks had borrowed a term popularized by H.G. Wells in his 1914 book, The War That Will End War.

The influential southern Democrats in Congress joined Wilson’s coalition despite their grave apprehension about this effort. Southern Democrats continued to harbor fears that policy was being dictated by northern financial and commercial elites with close ties and deep sympathy for Great Britain, and that wartime government would be used against the white South, bringing back memories of Reconstruction and the effort to achieve racial equality. Wilson used the bully pulpit of the presidency to go into southern states and win over opponents of intervention.

Some legislators, however, could not be persuaded or intimidated. Progressive Democrats and Republicans who wanted more government at home and initiatives to achieve international peace were divided over the war. Many progressive Republicans from the Midwest, a region that resisted overseas intervention and perceived war as a tool of northeastern elite interests, broke with allies in the South and adamantly opposed the decision to enter the war.

Wilson forged ahead despite the opposition. In February, he sent a proposal to Congress authorizing the provision of armaments to U.S. merchant ships so that they could defend themselves against German attack. Progressive Republicans from the Midwest would have none of it, as Wisconsin’s Robert La Follette and Nebraska’s George Norris filibustered for twenty-three days, bringing the chamber to a standstill. The president was furious about how the senators were undermining his effort, complaining that “a little group of willful men, representing no opinion but their own, have rendered the great government of the United States helpless and contemptible.” Senate Democrats under pressure from the president agreed, in March, to change the rules of the chamber so that two-thirds of the Senate could vote for cloture, which would shut down a filibuster.

But dissent waned over the course of February and March. Continued German attacks on U.S. ships made it difficult to argue that peace could be achieved without military force. The revelation of a note showing that Germans had attempted to ally with Mexico in an invasion of Texas emerged. Wilson’s argument that the Allied Powers were firmly on the side of democracy was further bolstered in March, when a political revolution in Russia forced Tsar Nicholas II to abdicate, leaving the Russian provisional government in power. Before the revolution, it had been difficult for Wilson to make the claim that his main interest was the achievement of democracy given the thoroughly undemocratic nature of the tsarist regime.

On April 2, 1917, Wilson asked Congress to declare war on Germany. “The world must be made safe for democracy,” he said. “We  shall fight for . . . a universal dominion of right by such a concert of free peoples as shall bring peace and safety to all nations and make the world itself at last free.” By now, Wilson had Congress behind him: The Senate vote was 82 to 6 and the House 373 to 50. Dissent was drowned out that day. When Progressive Republican Norris warned, “We are going into war upon the command of gold. . . . I feel that we are about to put the dollar sign on the American flag,” colleagues yelled “Treason! Treason!”30


The ensuing mobilization was unprecedented in scale and scope. On May 18, 1917, Congress passed the Selective Service Act, which allowed the government to draft the men that it needed to fight the war. There had been 174,112 military personnel on active duty in 1915; by 1917 there were 643,833 and 2,897,167 the following year. Military spending also rose dramatically—from under one percent of GDP in 1915 to almost fourteen percent four years later. The Sedition and Espionage Acts of 1917 and 1918 authorized federal officials to crack down on domestic dissenters. The Committee on Public Information launched a public relations effort to sell the war and counteract domestic opponents. The Food Administration asked Americans to voluntarily manage their consumption by promoting “Meatless Mondays” and “Wheatless Wednesdays.”

 




THE IMPLEMENTATION OF domestic war programs caused many problems for Wilson. The administration’s effort to control information about the war and crack down on alleged subversives angered those on the left who were or thought they were targets of these programs. The Russian Revolution culminated in the Bolshevik takeover of government in October and November of 1917, fueling investigations by Postmaster General Albert Burleson and the Department of Justice into the American left on the grounds that they were tied to events in Russia.

The government sent the socialist leader Eugene V. Debs to jail for saying, “The master class has always declared the wars; the subject class has always fought the battles.” Many less well-known citizens were imprisoned for their opposition as well. Burleson targeted left-wing newspapers and journals such as The Masses, preventing them from circulating their materials and monitoring their mail. Roger Baldwin responded by creating a group devoted to civil liberties, which would become the American Civil Liberties Union. Baldwin said, “We want to get a lot of good flags, talk a good deal about the Constitution and what our forefathers wanted to make of this country, and to show that we are the folks that really stand for the spirit of our institutions.”31


Such actions by the federal government helped fuel vigilante intimidation of immigrant populations from Germany.32 In April 1918 a mob in St. Louis lynched Robert Prager, a German-born American, after dragging him through the streets. A jury took all of twenty-five minutes to declare the ringleaders not guilty. Local governments around the country passed bans on German food, songs, and culture.

Though Wilson had formed a good relationship with the head of the American Federation of Labor, Samuel Gompers, who had supported his candidacy in 1916, relations with organized labor soured as the war progressed. When labor organizing threatened the war effort, Wilson threatened organized labor. There were more strikes in 1917, almost 4,500, than during any previous year in American history. The government raided the offices of the Industrial Workers of the World, the IWW, or Wobblies, one of the more radical labor organizations. The War Department adopted an expansive definition of public utility so that the government could help business leaders maintain order at their factories. Business called on the government to counteract union organizing on the grounds that labor would disrupt wartime production. Federal troops were assigned to railroads and coal mines to intimidate strikers.

Many members of Congress in both parties were uneasy about the expansion of executive power because of the war, and by January 1918, Congress would be conducting five separate investigations into the administration’s programs. Many northern Democrats were also angry that the president seemed to favor the party’s southern wing, which controlled key committee chairmanships, by crafting fiscal policies that gave disproportionate help to these states.33 While Wilson worked with Democratic House Ways and Means Committee Chairman Claude Kitchen to implement an excess-profits tax that infuriated business, much of the war was financed with government bonds that were affordable for and beneficial only to wealthier Americans. Government agencies such as the War Industries Board, which helped coordinate the production of wartime machinery, were designed as voluntary bodies, and members of the economic elite, such as Wall Street financier Bernard Baruch, were given positions of great responsibility.

The war also triggered racial conflict. As African Americans moved north to take industrial jobs that opened up as a result of  white workers being drafted, tensions broke out in cities. In the summer of 1917, a riot in East St. Louis, Illinois, left thirty-nine blacks and nine whites dead.

Progressives became increasingly frustrated with the president. Despite their original hope that the war would generate more interest in progressive reform at home, the administration had shown hardly any enthusiasm for domestic initiatives beyond those directly related to wartime mobilization—and many of those used government to stifle rather than nurture democracy. They were angry about the persecution of the left and the blatant disregard for civil liberties. John Dewey, who had originally thought that the war would advance progressive causes, concluded that reactionary elements in the country were triumphant, “egging on the intolerance of the people” and placing a stigma “upon all whose liberalizing influence on domestic policies they dread.”34


But not surprisingly it was the Republicans who were most aggressive in their criticism of Wilson’s prosecution of the war. They were careful to focus on the conduct rather than the legitimacy of U.S. intervention, which they supported. Senator Lodge said that Republicans “wish to sustain to the utmost those charged with responsibility—first, and above all, our armies in the field, then the Administration; but where there is inefficiency, delay, or wrong - doing, they will address themselves to curing it without fear or favor.” 35 Theodore Roosevelt accused Wilson of trying to win with “kid gloves and fine phrases.” Illinois Senator John Sherman emphasized civil liberties, saying that the administration was using “the war to betray republican government.”36


Wilson’s commitment to partisanship, which had served him well in his first term and in the initial mobilization for war, now became powerful fodder for Republicans on the campaign trail. Additionally, Wilson made tactical miscalculations in the face of Republican accusations, governing as if he still could depend on the congressional majorities of 1913 and 1914. When Theodore Roosevelt offered to organize a group of volunteer troops in 1917 to fight in France, promising to boost the morale of American troops, Wilson said no, fearing that Roosevelt would upstage and possibly embarrass him. Republicans interpreted this as a sign that he would not reach out to them.

As the partisan wars raged, Wilson sounded increasingly moralistic in how he described his objectives with this war. On January 8, 1918, he appeared before a joint session of Congress to present them with a vision for a postwar order. The so-called Fourteen Points  speech, which the New York Herald called “one of the great documents in American history,”37 marked the culmination of his intellectual development and interaction with the peace organizations that had promoted international consultation and negotiation for decades. He wanted to publicize to Europe, East Asia, Latin America, and his fellow citizens his vision that through a cooperative international community war could be avoided. His goals included a commitment to national self-determination, collective security through a League of Nations, open seas and commerce, and military disarmament. “We have spoken now,” the president told Congress, “in terms too concrete to admit of any further doubt or question. An evident principle runs through the whole program I have outlined. It is the principle of justice to all peoples and nationalities, and their right to live on equal terms of liberty and safety with one another, whether they be strong or weak.”

The Fourteen Points address was delivered by Woodrow Wilson the politician, not the professor. In addition to promoting his peace plan to the world, he wanted to make a strong statement to Republicans who were calling for a tougher approach to the war. He wanted to set the terms for the resolution of the war rather than have his adversaries do it for him. His idealism and his formal articulation of a broader national security agenda came long after America had entered the war and at the height of partisan conflict in Washington. The speech was as much a political defense of his policies as an ideological blueprint for the Democratic Party. Although foreign leaders could hear Wilson’s words and draw inspiration about the potential for the war to transform international conditions, people who followed, or were involved in, the government heard his words through the highly charged prism of polarized politics.

The positive reception to the speech put Republicans on the defensive, though many were furious that Wilson had not consulted them when he was designing his proposals. Lodge and fellow Republicans also disagreed with the terms Wilson set out. They believed that any discussions of peace with Germany were irrelevant until its troops had been withdrawn from conquered territory. Lodge did not think that a league for collective action should be part of a peace settlement. Republican Senator Porter McCumber of North Dakota submitted a resolution to the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee that “there shall be no cessation of hostilities and no armistice until the Imperial German Government shall disband its armies and surrender its arms and munitions.”38 In contrast to Wilson,  Lodge sought a resolution to the war that was extremely punitive toward the Germans.

 



 



 




IN THE 1918 midterm elections, Democrats were privately aware that their majority was vulnerable. A large number of Democrats who had been elected in 1916 represented formerly Republican districts. Hurting the party still further was that eight Senate Democrats had died during the 65th Congress.

Republicans sensed that this was their chance to take back power in Washington and weaken Wilson. Will Hays, chairman of the Republican National Committee, nationalized the elections around the war and Wilson’s expansion of government, which he said was to the detriment of the power of business and individual liberties. Republicans warned that Wilson would agree to a dangerous peace, one that was more favorable to Germany than to the Allies. In 1918, after a meeting in May with William Howard Taft and Theodore Roosevelt, who had agreed to bury the hatchet and join forces on the campaign trail, Republican leaders overcame the divisions that had hampered them since the 1912 election.

On October 24, in a very public swipe at Wilson’s foreign policy, Roosevelt wrote a missive to Senator Lodge—set to become chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee if Republicans won—reprinted in most major newspapers, in which he denounced the Fourteen Points and insisted on Germany’s unconditional surrender. “Let us obtain peace,” Roosevelt wrote, “by the hammering guns and not chat about peace to the accompaniment of the clicking of typewriters.” The language of the Fourteen Points was dangerous, he said, and would represent the “conditional surrender of the United States” to Germany.

Wilson, concerned for his party and his ability to achieve peace, took an active role in the campaign. During the primaries, he aggressively campaigned against members of his own party who opposed his wartime policies, portraying them as disloyal and unpatriotic. In Georgia, Wilson and his supporters mobilized behind William Harris to knock off Senator Tom Hardwick, a leading critic of the draft and of Wilson’s censorship. Harris won with 160,000 votes to 35,000 for Hardwick. Wilson personally campaigned against Mississippi Democratic Senator James Vardaman, who had stood with Robert La Follette on the Senate floor in April 1917 to speak against the declaration of war. One local paper, sympathetic to Wilson, said the campaign was about “Vardaman vs. Wilson; Disloyalty vs. Loyalty; Prussianism vs. Americanism.” Vardaman lost.39


Democrats focused their strongest firepower, however, on Republicans. On October 24, Wilson called for the defeat of Republicans who “sought to take the choice of policy out of my hands and put it under the control of instrumentalities of their own choosing.” It was not the time for divided leadership, he claimed, implying that he needed a Democratic Congress to prosecute the war effectively. Republicans accused the president of trying to take partisan advantage of the crisis. “The President has thrown off the mask,” wrote Lodge, “and it is enough to make a Republican pretty indignant to be told that he cannot be trusted to take part in the government of his country, that the only test of loyalty is loyalty to one man no matter what he does.”40


Joseph Tumulty, an advisor to Wilson, placed an advertisement in newspapers throughout the country the night before and the morning of the election, stating that “the people have to decide whether they will follow President Wilson or Colonel Roosevelt, whether they want a peace of liberalism and justice or a peace of imperialism, standpatism, militarism that leaves the old causes of war exactly where they were before we undertook to root out militarism and the rule of force and war itself.”41


The midterm elections were a disaster for Wilson. In the House, the GOP now enjoyed a 240 to 192 margin. In the Senate, it picked up six seats to gain control, forty-nine to forty-seven. Republicans were now an angry congressional majority.

 




THE WAR FINALLY came to an end. On November 11, 1918, the armistice treaty between the Allies and Germany was signed and a ceasefire proclaimed (the other Central Powers had laid down their arms in September and October). Wilson and the Republican Congress dismantled the wartime apparatus almost as quickly as it had been put together over the course of the previous year. There was no sense that the government would or should keep programs that had been created for this military operation in Europe. The National War Labor Board went first, to the dismay of workers. It had included labor and business representatives and had attempted to achieve peace in the factories, providing a new level of protection to workers in the process. Baruch resigned as the head of the War Industries Board right after the armistice, and by the end of the month the board itself was gone. The draft, wartime labor regulations, government contracts for industry, propaganda programs, all fell away.

Though government spending on the military would remain higher than before World War I, the United States did not retain a  national security state apparatus after the war ended. On December 2, before he traveled to Paris to meet with the Allies about a peace agreement, Wilson told Congress, “While the war lasted we set up many agencies by which to direct the industries of the country. . . . But the moment we knew the armistice to have been signed we took the harness off . . . but from no quarter have I seen any general scheme of ‘reconstruction’ emerge which I thought it likely we could force our spirited businessmen and self-reliant labourers to accept with due pliancy and obedience.”42


The decision by Wilson and Congress was entirely understandable given the history of the nation. In 1918 and 1919, most Americans did not see the need for a national security state that stood prepared at all times to respond to threats abroad and domestically.

Wilson arrived in Europe on December 13 without any members of Congress accompanying him, and the crowds there greeted him as a hero, bolstering his sense that he was on the verge of accomplishing a bigger goal, beyond victory in the war.

Wilson, British Prime Minister David Lloyd George, French Premier Georges Clemenceau, and Italian Prime Minister Vittorio Orlando worked on a treaty between January and May 1919 at the Palace of Versailles. For Wilson, its most important element was the League of Nations, which would bring nations together to resolve international disputes. The Allied leaders had been skeptical about the proposal but followed Wilson’s pressure given the perception of the international support he enjoyed. As a concession for supporting the League of Nations, Wilson backed down on his demand to achieve self-determination for all nations and also agreed to a settlement that was much harsher to Germany than he had hoped for. The treaty required Germany to pay $33 billion in reparations. The focus of the treaty was to punish Germany rather than to move beyond imperialism. Wilson agreed to remove provisions that would have curtailed the power of Britain, France, and Italy.

For Wilson, the treaty was essential because it would vindicate his goal of institutionalizing a mechanism of collective security that could prevent further conflict. It would realize his hope that progressive ideals could be achieved through this brutal war. He had capitulated on the issue of self-determination. The treaty marked an unprecedented commitment to an international alliance by creating the League of Nations. According to Article X of the treaty, nations that participated in the League would agree to prevent aggression against any members.

Wilson exacerbated tensions by becoming more stubborn in the face of dissent. He returned home on board the George Washington, purposely landing in Boston, to launch his crusade for the treaty on Senator Lodge’s home turf. A crowd estimated between 100,000 and 200,000 greeted him there. Then he traveled to Worcester to speak to an overflow crowd at Mechanics Hall. Without mentioning Lodge by name, Wilson warned that “any man who resists the present tides that run in the world will find himself thrown upon a shore so high and barren that it will seem as if he had been separated from his human kind forever.”43 Almost 100,000 people welcomed the president on his arrival in Washington’s Union Station.

He had the crowds, but with an extremely unfriendly Republican majority in Congress, Wilson stood very little chance of success. He pushed hard for congressional ratification, explaining to senators that the League was the “only hope for mankind.” He presented the treaty to the Senate on July 10, 1919, warning that the legislators would “break the heart of the world” if it was not ratified. He tried to intimidate Congress, traveling around the country, with an entourage of reporters, to campaign for ratification, making incendiary speeches about his opponents back in Washington.44


The Senate contained three groups of opponents. Irreconcilables consisted of progressive and conservative isolationists in both parties who opposed the treaty on all grounds. This was the smallest group, as there was strong support for internationalism in both parties toward the end of the war. The Strong Reservationists would vote for the measure, but only with drastic changes. The Mild Reservationists, who were the key group in the opposition, were Republican internationalists who supported the treaty but wanted some changes.

The Strong Reservationists, led by Lodge, supported most of the treaty but opposed one key requirement: that all members in the League of Nations would respond if one of the others was attacked. They felt it violated the constitutional right of Congress to declare war and placed decisions over military deployments in the hands of an international alliance. Their opposition stemmed from the long-standing American bias toward unilateralism in foreign policy, namely that the country should enter conflicts only when they were directly related to the national interest. The opposition of this group was not about the concept of having a collective security mechanism, which they supported.

The tensions over the proposed structure of the League were made worse by the personal animosity that existed toward Wilson  after the midterm elections. Republicans never liked him to begin with, but now they were seething. Wilson’s weakened political status did not give them any political incentive to fold. The opposition could not be easily dismissed by the president as reactionary isolationists given that the Republicans were led by Senate Majority Leader Lodge, chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee, and a well-known internationalist.

Wilson had also lost the support of progressives because of his administration’s flagrant violations of civil liberties during the war. The New York newspaperman Palmer Gavit wrote Wilson in February 1919 that the abuse of civil liberties was “the very reason that you are not having now the liberal backing that is your right.”45


The Senate refused several times to ratify the treaty. Lodge’s strategy was to load it up with amendments that Wilson and his supporters refused to accept and delay the voting as long as possible. Lodge stacked the Senate Foreign Relations Committee with Republicans strongly opposed to the bill. In July, the president spoke directly to the Senate to ask for its support, but the speech went badly. The “audience wanted raw meat,” said one Democrat; “he fed them cold turnips.”46


The president had a series of mild strokes in recent years, but on October 2, 1919, on a speaking tour to build support, he suffered a massive one. Now, even though Wilson was severely incapacitated, Senate Republicans did not let up. On March 19, 1920, twenty-one Democrats and twenty-eight Republicans voted for Lodge’s version of the treaty, but the total was seven votes short of the two-thirds needed for ratification.

Most of the World War I national security apparatus would be dismantled quickly. Congress abandoned conscription. During the 1920s, Congress and the Treasury would drastically reduce tax rates to their prewar levels. In 1920, Republican Warren Harding won the presidential election. The country now had united Republican government. In 1923, Harding declared the treaty “as dead as slavery.”47


President Wilson, incapacitated, was totally dejected, feeling that his project as president had failed with regard to domestic policy and foreign policy. The defeat of the League of Nations was a devastating blow. On the day of Harding’s inauguration, Wilson could not attend the ceremony outside the Capitol since he was too weak. When a group of congressmen led by Lodge visited before the inauguration to ceremonially ask him if there were “any further communications,” there was an awkward moment of silence before he said, “I have no further communication to make.”48


Before Woodrow Wilson died on February 3, 1924, he said, “I am a broken piece of machinery.”49 The League of Nations was broken as well. During the 1920s, the League lacked any mechanisms to enforce collective decisions. There were a few moments of success as it negotiated an end to minor territorial disputes but these were far from what Wilson had in mind in 1919. Britain and France, financially struggling as a result of the war, did not have the resources or the will to strengthen the organization while the United States, with its substantial financial and military power, had refused to be a member. Germany and the Soviets had been excluded. The League would come to an end in 1946, after having failed to control its members or to prevent another brutal war from unfolding in Europe.

Despite Wilson’s failure to establish internationalism as a guiding tenet of the Democratic Party, a few Democrats remained loyal to his vision. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who served as assistant secretary of the navy from 1913 to 1920 and then ran for vice president in 1920, promoted the case for the United States to join the League or some comparable alliance. In an article in Foreign Affairs in 1928, he wrote, “Since the summer of 1919 our country has had to face the charge that in a time when great constructive aid was needed in the task of solving the grave problems facing the whole earth, we have contributed little or nothing save the isolated Naval Conference of 1921.” He criticized Republicans for undermining the “principles of peace” through their objections to the League of Nations. 50 Wilson would not live to see President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in October 1944 convene a conference in Washington that began negotiations to design a United Nations, which would fulfill many of Wilson’s dreams. FDR’s successor, Harry Truman, would nurture bipartisan support in the Senate for the United Nations based on his memories of Wilson’s battles.

But for the most part, Democrats were desperately seeking to separate themselves from Wilson’s national security agenda. The end of World War I made Wilson’s policies seem like a total fiasco. The abuse of civil liberties and the failure to enact a host of domestic programs belied any notion that national security could serve progressive ends. The Red Scare in 1919-1920, during which the government targeted Americans allegedly connected to the new Russian communist state, served as a further reminder of how Wilson had cracked down on the left. Overseas, the promises of self-determination had been sold down the river by the president in exchange for the League, thus allowing the continuation of British and French domination that he had once promised to end.

And so over the course of the 1920s, it was once again the Republican Party that took up the mantle of internationalism, albeit in an extremely circumscribed form. Throughout the decade, Republicans in Congress and the White House initiated diplomatic and military initiatives to create economic and political stability in Western European markets and improve corporate access to raw materials. They also wanted to protect U.S. investments overseas from revolutions and war. President Calvin Coolidge persuaded Congress to join the World Court in 1926, which was the judicial arm of the League of Nations, albeit after the Senate added numerous stipulations. The United States intervened overseas several times in the 1920s, in most cases without resorting to military force, to resolve conflicts in Panama, Honduras, Nicaragua, Brazil, and Chile.

But the Republicans had reined in their internationalist ambitions considerably since the Wilson era. As they had after the Spanish-American War, Republicans oversaw a significant military demobilization in the early 1920s. In 1921 the Harding administration proposed a halt in the international race to create the world’s most powerful navy, an objective that peace activists supported. Through the Five Power Treaty, signed in 1922 by the United States, Great Britain, Japan, France, and Italy, the United States reduced the number of warships it would build.

By the end of the decade, foreign policy had dropped out of political debate almost entirely. With the Stock Market Crash of 1929 and unemployment levels reaching twenty-five percent by 1932, voters had little interest in events abroad. Factories shut down, production declined, and a banking scare sent citizens into a full-scale panic about the safety of their savings in collapsing institutions. The severity of the Depression shifted the agenda toward economic reform.
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HOW THE DEMOCRATS WON WORLD WAR II


THE INTERNATIONAL ORDER was in turmoil when Franklin Roosevelt took office in 1933. The Great Depression had devastated the economy, with twenty-five percent unemployment and confidence in economic institutions shaken to the core. Roosevelt responded to the crisis with a blizzard of legislative proposals, starting in his First Hundred Days, as well as his Fireside Chats.

While Americans worried about their empty pockets, the situation in Europe and Asia grew perilous. Japan had accelerated its imperial ambitions by invading Manchuria in September 1931. Adolf Hitler became chancellor in 1933 with the Nazi Party consolidating its hold on the government. Two years later, fascist Italy invaded Ethiopia. In 1936, Japan invaded China. After Hitler seized control of much of the Rhineland, Germany entered into a formal alliance with Italy and Japan.

But these events did not move political leaders in Washington to create a national security state or engage in overseas wars. Instead, a bipartisan movement away from a strong national security state intensified in the mid-1930s as conditions in Europe and Asia worsened. At the same time that FDR privately warned of a “long chaos” that was enveloping Europe, 50,000 veterans marched in Washington to protest for peace on April 6, 1935, the eighteenth anniversary of America’s entry into World War I, followed six days later by 175,000 college students walking out of their classes to protest war.1


Even as German, Italian, and Japanese troops expanded their reach, Congress tied the administration’s hands with the Neutrality  Acts. The first of these, in 1935, imposed an arms embargo on countries involved in war and warned that Americans traveling on the ships of belligerents did so at their own risk. The second, the next year, added a prohibition on the provision of loans to belligerent countries.

Roosevelt thought that he had found an opportunity to stop this trend as a result of the 1936 elections. Running an emotionally charged campaign, which focused almost entirely on domestic policy, as he attacked wealthy elites and called for a more aggressive program to dig the country out of the Depression, he routed Republican Alfred Landon with 60.8 percent of the popular vote and 523 electoral votes. Democrats came out of the election with seventy-six Senate seats, up from sixty-nine in the previous Congress, and 334 House seats, up from 322. The landslide is still one of the biggest in American history, a mandate for FDR and the Democrats.

But Roosevelt overreached. The Supreme Court had been overturning some of his reforms, and so, in February 1937, he proposed adding up to six new justices, one for each of those over seventy who would not retire at that age. The new justices would of course be liberal ones, more sympathetic to his proposals. The plan drew heated opposition, but then in March the Supreme Court ruled in favor of two of FDR’s liberal programs, and in May a conservative justice stepped down, so the president suddenly had a friendlier court, and the “court-packing” plan quietly died. He also proposed reorganizing the executive branch—to expand the president’s authority over the sprawling number of agencies, increase his staff, and strengthen the role of the White House in budget planning. Many legislators perceived the proposal as part of a broader campaign to dangerously expand executive power at the expense of Congress. Opponents compared the proposal to power grabs by Hitler and Mussolini. Because of presidential overreaching, and fears of civil rights and unionization, a conservative coalition of southern Democrats and Republicans formed in 1937 and started to use the congressional committee system to attack the president.

Under fire, FDR saw much of his political capital slip away, leaving him diminished strength to shape social or national security policy. Congress continued to limit his options. The third Neutrality Act (1937) banned the sale of weapons and financial assistance to countries at war and decreed it illegal to arm merchant ships that were trading with them. The Republican minority joined with many Democratic colleagues, who were equally leery about going to war, particularly in the middle of an economic depression, to pass the Neutrality Acts.

With Americans concerned about the economy and the controversial end of World War I, there was not much support for entering into another major conflict. Midwestern Republican legislators skeptical about the use of force abroad enjoyed renewed standing in Congress after years of struggling in the shadow of East Coast colleagues like Theodore Roosevelt and Henry Cabot Lodge. One of the key figures in this cohort was Michigan Republican Senator Arthur Vandenberg, who had opposed most of the New Deal domestic agenda and been a solid opponent of overseas intervention. In response to Germany’s advance in Eastern Europe in the late 1930s, Vandenberg said, “This so-called war is nothing but about 25 people and propaganda.”2


Most international leaders and advisors who spoke with Roosevelt privately understood that he believed the United States needed to mobilize to stop the totalitarian threat in Europe and Asia. His concerns about moving forward were political rather than strategic. The president was doing what he felt was possible given the widespread resistance toward internationalism, making more and more public statements in favor of mobilization and intervention.

Roosevelt admired the politics of his distant cousin Theodore and from the beginning of his career was a committed internationalist. As Wilson’s assistant secretary of the navy, he had urged the government to prepare itself militarily in the years leading up to World War I. He watched despondently as the Senate rejected the League of Nations, and in 1920, while running for vice president, he warned the country, “If the World War showed [anything], it showed the American people the futility of imagining that they could live in smug content their lives in their own way while the rest of the world burned in the conflagration of war across the ocean.”3


On October 5, 1937, FDR made one of his first public calls for international engagement with conflicts unfolding abroad. Convinced that war with Japan, Italy, and Germany was becoming more likely, he was gravely concerned that America was unprepared. The occupation of China was chiefly on his mind. Like many of his fellow citizens, he had been horrified to learn in the summer and fall of Japanese atrocities there, including mass executions of civilians. Americans had come to be sympathetic toward the plight of the Chinese because of reports from Christian missionaries and articles in Time magazine. Time’s owner, Henry Luce, was born there, his father having been a missionary, and the influential publisher held a deep affection for the country. Millions of Americans read the novels of Pearl Buck, whose sympathetic portraits of Chinese peasants  inspired them to think romantically about daily life in that faraway land. Just as the Japan-China war was taking place, Americans were going to movie theaters to see the film version of Buck’s most famous novel, The Good Earth.4


Speaking to an audience in the isolationist stronghold of Chicago, Roosevelt warned that the United States would not be able to ignore world affairs for much longer and that a dangerous conflict in another part of the world could easily affect the United States though it was protected by two oceans. He did not offer any specific proposals beyond saying that peaceful nations needed to work together to uphold commonly respected laws and principles. FDR also made a vague reference to a quarantine. His point was to emphasize the urgency of containing international threats by making a comparison to how communities fought against physical disease. If the problem was not isolated, it would spread quickly. About Japanese activities in China he said, “Without a declaration of war and without warning or justification of any kind, civilians, including women and children, are being ruthlessly murdered with bombs from the air.” Comparing the war in Asia to a disease, he said, “We are determined to keep out of war, yet we cannot insure ourselves against the disastrous effects of war and the dangers of involvement.”

The response to FDR’s warnings was almost uniformly negative. Americans were more concerned about the Great Depression than saving the world from totalitarianism. Polls showed that over ninety percent of Americans believed that foreign policy should focus on the United States avoiding involvement in a war. The economy had taken another sharp downturn in 1937, which Republicans now dubbed the “Roosevelt Recession.” Nor did FDR have many choices about what to do overseas. Defense spending only constituted fourteen percent of the federal budget (it would reach half of the federal budget by 1962); U.S. armed forces were one-tenth the size of Germany’s and half that of Japan’s, ranking sixteenth world-wide, between those of Portugal and Romania.5


Some newspapers cautioned against the lure of war. “Stop Foreign Meddling” was the title of one Wall Street Journal editorial. According to the Chicago Tribune, “The purpose is to throw the Japanese out of China. That’s war. Before the American people begin it they had better ask themselves how far they want to go with it.”6 There were many negative congressional responses to what came to be called FDR’s quarantine speech. New York Representative Hamilton Fish, the ranking Republican on the House Foreign Affairs Committee, complained that when the president “proposes to quarantine  nations like Japan, Germany, and Italy, or join in sanctions, he ceases to speak for the vast majority of Americans who have definitely made up their minds not to fight other people’s battles.” Idaho Republican Senator William Borah said, “let us not travel the old road of 1916 and 1917. We ought to be thoroughly on guard against the lying propaganda with which the situation will now be smeared.”7


“It’s a terrible thing to look over your shoulder when you are trying to lead,” mused Roosevelt a few days after the speech, “and find no one there.” When a reporter asked FDR if he was thinking about imposing economic sanctions on Japan or convening an international conference to find a resolution to the situation, he said no. In a letter to a friend, he explained, “I am fighting against a public psychology of long standing, a psychology which comes very close to saying, ‘Peace at any price.’”8


Public opinion, however, was gradually shifting in Roosevelt’s direction. The potential for negotiation with Hitler to end the conflict lost considerable credibility after 1938, when Hitler moved to seize some of Czechoslovakia. When Britain and France tried to prevent war over this territory, Hitler assured their leaders that this would be the last “territorial claim I have to make in Europe.” Leaders of France (Édouard Daladier), Britain (Neville Chamberlain), Italy (Benito Mussolini), and Germany (Hitler) met in Munich in September to negotiate. Britain and France agreed that Germany could keep the territory it had annexed in exchange for Hitler’s promise to respect the rest of the country. Following the conference, Chamberlain assured the world that they had achieved “peace in our time.” Six months later, Germany broke the agreement, seizing the rest of Czechoslovakia. For many decades after, the term “Munich” would come to symbolize the act of appeasement in foreign policy.

The German invasion of Czechoslovakia heightened concern among Americans about the probability of war. Congress, however, remained resistant. When in July 1939 Roosevelt directly requested that Congress revise the Neutrality Acts, he ran into stiff resistance. After the Senate Foreign Relations Committee rejected one of his proposals, Roosevelt angrily wrote Secretary of Treasury Henry Morgenthau, “I will bet you an old hat . . . that . . . when [Hitler] wakes and finds out what has happened, there will be great rejoicing in the Italian and German camps. I think we ought to introduce a bill of statues of [Senators] [Warren] Austin, Vandenberg, Lodge and [Robert] Taft . . . to be erected in Berlin and put the swastika on them.”9 Ironically, his chief supporters were the very southern Democrats who were opposing his domestic initiatives such as executive  reorganization, anti-lynching, the minimum wage, and unionization in the South.

In August, the Soviets unexpectedly signed a nonaggression pact with the Germans. The fate of France and England seemed even more precarious. A large portion of Americans on the left, who had been part of the Popular Front in the 1930s—an international coalition of left-wing organizations, which included communists—were disillusioned with the Soviets. Although the Soviets would rejoin the alliance against the Germans in 1941, many on the left never trusted communism again and many moved, politically, toward the center.

The year 1940 saw the war spinning out of control. Between April and June 1940, Germany was victorious in battles with Belgium, Norway, Denmark, Holland, Luxembourg, and France. Britain, the last force standing against Nazi power, was trying to defend itself against a brutal bombing campaign.

Over the course of the springtime, FDR was circumspect about whether he would run for an unprecedented third term, which would break with the unofficial precedent of George Washington’s two-term limit. In the meantime, three Republicans were running for the nomination of their party, and all were opponents of America intervening in the European war. Ohio Senator Robert Taft, the eldest son of the former president, was one of the major voices of opposition to the New Deal. Though he accepted certain of FDR’s programs in a time of crisis, he generally opposed any expansion of the federal government as a threat to individual freedom, including the kinds of measures necessitated by war. New York District Attorney Thomas Dewey, who made his name fighting the Mafia, did not yet have a strong position on foreign affairs but opposed involvement in this particular war. And Senator Vandenberg remained a fervent and well-known opponent of overseas intervention.

Up through June 1940, the presidential race looked like a competition between Republican opponents of war in Europe and a sitting president who had been calling for military mobilization, unsuccessfully, and was on the fence about a third term. The politically charged environment forced FDR to perform a delicate balancing act between his convictions and his political apprehensions. The war in Europe and Asia was a major issue of the campaign. While public opinion polls showed growing concern and increasing support for some form of U.S. assistance, politicians were doubtful that the citizenry would actually back a full-scale war mobilization. It was one thing to worry about war, another to take action. FDR had to demonstrate that he was prepared to be commander in chief, should the  United States be drawn into the war, but also that he was doing everything possible to avoid conflict. He told Secretary of State Henry Morgenthau, one of his most trusted advisors, “I do not want to run, unless between now and the convention things get very, very much worse in Europe.”10


His fears came true. The situation in Europe deteriorated and was forcing his hand, both in terms of running and into accepting the role of the war president. April had witnessed a dramatic intensification of the conflict as Germany unleashed all of its military power, in the air and on the ground, against its remaining adversaries in Europe. Throughout May and June Germany pounded France. Italy’s Mussolini declared war on Britain on June 17.

On June 20, FDR named two Republicans to his administration: Colonel Frank Knox as secretary of the navy and Henry Stimson as the head of the War Department. Knox, the publisher of the  Chicago Daily News, had supported compulsory military training and assistance to Great Britain. Stimson, who had served under President Herbert Hoover and was a prominent member from the eastern wing of the party, had called on Congress to repeal the Neutrality Acts and enact a draft. FDR told both men it was essential he had bipartisan support in his war cabinet. The announcement, which came a week before Republicans began their convention, dealt a blow to the GOP by placing two party members who supported a strong national security posture on FDR’s team.11 Republicans condemned the appointments as “petty politics” and pointed to them as evidence that the Democrats were now the “war party.”12


Two days later, France surrendered to Germany, leaving Britain exposed and standing alone against Germany and Italy. The new British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, who took over on May 10, told the House of Commons, “The Battle of France is over. I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin.”13 Following the fall of France, FDR delivered one of his boldest speeches, saying that it was a “delusion” to believe the United States could remain “a lone island in a world dominated by the philosophy of force.”

On June 24 the Republicans opened their convention in Philadelphia. They turned the election on its head when they selected a dark-horse candidate, rejecting the three opponents of war and choosing Wendell Willkie. President of the New York-based Commonwealth and Southern Corporation, the nation’s largest electric utility holding company, the Indiana native Willkie was an internationalist and former Democrat who firmly disassociated himself from the isolationist wing of the GOP. He had switched parties only  because he disliked FDR personally and saw several New Deal programs as a personal threat to his business. Willkie made the Democratic balancing act more difficult since he expressed nearly identical positions as the president when it came to national security. Believing that the United States needed to participate in collective security agreements, Willkie had endorsed the League of Nations in the 1920s. Throughout the 1930s, Willkie had been one of the most outspoken voices about the threat posed by Nazi Germany and had consistently opposed congressional restrictions in the 1930s on assisting Britain and France.

The movement to draft Willkie as the candidate had been headed by a group of Wall Street attorneys and Time’s Henry Luce. His supporters had formed Willkie Clubs around the country, and he received endorsements from several prominent journalists. But he trailed behind the other three Republicans, until the convention. Following the fall of France, many party leaders worried that without an internationalist on the ticket they had no chance of defeating Roosevelt.14


When Democrats met on July 15 in Chicago, Roosevelt had not yet announced what he would do, though most observers expected him to run. He worked with the local Chicago boss Mayor Edward Kelly to establish a draft Roosevelt movement, so that it appeared the president was acceding to public demand rather than actively seeking a third term. FDR shook things up by picking Henry Wallace, the liberal secretary of agriculture from Iowa, as his running mate. Through his earlier announcement of adding Knox and Stimson to his cabinet, he had hoped to undercut internationalist support from Willkie, and with Wallace he wanted to erode the remaining progressive voices in the GOP.15


That FDR and Willkie held virtually identical views on foreign policy put both in a tricky position politically. Each feared that the other would try to exploit his internationalist leanings by painting him as the “war” candidate more likely to send Americans into combat. The trick for each was to prove to voters that he was more an internationalist than the other while simultaneously appearing as the candidate who could keep the peace.

In this regard, the issue of the draft tested the candidates and their parties. Several weeks earlier, on June 20, two conservative anti-New Deal legislators, New York Senator James Wadsworth (author of the National Defense Act of 1920, which established the internal organizational structure of the army) and Nebraska Representative Edward Burke, had proposed legislation to create a Selective Service System.16 Congressional debate on the bill continued  after both of the party conventions ended, leaving Willkie and Roosevelt in an awkward position. Each understood that supporting the draft could possibly be the step that went too far, allowing his opponent to depict him as a warmonger rather than an internationalist prepared for war. The public had historically opposed a permanent draft. Until World War II, America relied on militia, volunteer forces, and temporary wartime conscription programs to obtain its fighting forces. The value of a localized, decentralized militia had deep roots in the nation’s history. Opposition to the draft resembled other types of fears of the federal government. There had been a strong antipathy toward the standing armies common in Europe dating back to the Revolution, and since the United States had grown as a nation without conscription, Americans did not develop a sense of obligation toward military service.17


The Selective Training and Service Act faced opponents galore. Religious leaders objected to the government gaining the power to force citizens into war. Labor organizations worried that the administration could use the draft to intimidate workers. Progressives in both parties viewed the draft as a step toward militarism, fearing it would distract attention and resources from domestic programs. Midwestern isolationists felt that once the government instituted a draft, war would be inevitable. Montana Democratic Senator Burton Wheeler warned that the draft “will slit the throat of the last great democracy still living. It will accord to Hitler his greatest and cheapest victory. On the headstone of American Democracy he will inscribe: ‘Here lies the foremost victim of the war of nerves.’”18  Supporters of the Selective Service complained that Senate Majority Leader Alben Barkley was allowing opponents to “croon themselves hoarse without interference.”19


The correct position on the draft for either candidate was not clear-cut, however. As isolationism weakened its hold on the electorate, public opinion was changing. By the time that France surrendered to Germany, over half of the country agreed that every “able-bodied young man 20 years old” should serve for one year. The numbers would continue to climb during the summer as conditions in Europe worsened.20 Privately, FDR supported the draft. Unable to do so publicly, he took smaller interim steps. He authorized Secretary of War Stimson and Secretary of the Navy Knox to testify before Congress and state that the draft was the most “fair, efficient, and democratic” mechanism for obtaining soldiers.

The president finally came out in support of the bill in August, but only after Willkie had made it clear that he would do the same  regardless of the political costs.21 Support for the draft had grown dramatically in Congress over the month in response to the international situation. “Every time Hitler bombed London,” said future Selective Service Director Lewis Hershey, “we got another couple votes.” Support came mainly from southerners, urban machine Democrats, and northeastern internationalist Republicans.22 While congressional opponents opposed the draft as a dangerous extension of federal authority and a distraction from the pressing domestic issues, their numbers were dwindling as American newspapers wrote about German, Italian, and Japanese aggression. Vermont Republican Senator Ernest Gibson interrupted the floor speeches of Republican isolationists by asking, “Do you realize that during the same length of time it has taken us to debate this bill, Hitler was able to conquer France?”23


Congress passed the legislation, and the president signed it on September 16. The final version offered opponents of the draft some relief by stipulating that draftees would serve only for twelve months and could not be used outside the Western Hemisphere. Much of Roosevelt’s strongest support came from southern Democrats, who now controlled the major committee chairmanships and were less and less concerned that a strong national security state could be used against segregation. And the culture of the South bred reverence for military service. “They had to start selective service to keep our boys from filling up the army,” joked Alabama Representative Luther Patrick.24 Also important was that Congress exempted agricultural workers so that the region’s workforce would not be undercut.

Meanwhile, when it came to national security policy, FDR was relying on executive power to work around Congress. Without seeking its approval, in September 1940 he agreed to sell destroyers to Britain in exchange for leases on British naval bases. After he announced the deal, Republicans denounced it as a dictatorial extension of executive power.

Toward the end of the campaign, Willkie made one last attempt to portray FDR as the candidate more likely to take the nation to war, and he received the endorsement of the famous aviator, and isolationist, Charles Lindbergh. Roosevelt responded to Willkie’s attack by contradicting his own policies and beliefs, promising voters on October 30, “I have said this before, but I shall say it again and again: Your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.” After hearing the speech, a furious Willkie burst out, “That hypocritical son of a bitch! This is going to beat me.”25


Willkie was partially right. He lost, yet not for the reason he thought. The final campaign promise didn’t matter very much. Polls showed that most Americans had concluded that war was inevitable, but they trusted FDR more than Willkie to handle that responsibility. 26 Roosevelt won the election with 54.7 percent of the popular vote and an Electoral College landslide of 449 votes, and the Democrats kept control of Congress.
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AFTER HIS RE-ELECTION, FDR finally felt he had more freedom to maneuver on international affairs. At first, he was not sure what to do. The British were under fierce bombardment at this point from the Nazis, merchant ships were being attacked, and British financial resources were almost totally depleted. In order to collect his thoughts, FDR went on a cruise in the Caribbean so that he would have time to deliberate and hear the positions of respected diplomats. The final straw came with a lengthy cable from Churchill, warning that his country had been able to temporarily stabilize the military situation, but they were now facing a financial crisis.27


Toward the end of 1940, FDR personally conceived of a program, Lend-Lease, in which the United States would loan Britain money and materiel without immediate payment, as the Neutrality Acts had required. On December 17, FDR, announcing his plan to reporters, asked, “Suppose my neighbor’s home catches fire, and I have a length of garden hose four or five hundred feet away. If he can take my garden hose and connect it up with his hydrant, I may help him to put out his fire. Now what do I do?” On December 29, in a radio address, Roosevelt said, “We must be the great arsenal of democracy.” He told Americans that Europeans were defending themselves and “ask us for the implements of war, the planes, the tanks, the guns, the freighters which will enable them to fight for their liberty and for our security. Emphatically we must get these weapons to them in sufficient volume and quickly enough, so that we and our children will be saved the agony and suffering of war which others have had to endure.”

The speech received praise from congressional Democrats and Republicans, though some were more restrained than others. Senator Vandenberg declared,The President made a powerful statement of his position. I agree with his denunciation of an appeasement peace. A demand  for a statement of war objectives from belligerents would make it undeniably clear whether no other peace is possible. If so, there is clear need for all possible aid to England under the policy to which we are already committed. But the grave question of judgment always remains as to the extent to which we should use our defense facilities to build our own preparedness against a crisis in both oceans toward which we race. The grave question remains whether we shall stay short of war. I agree, in any event, to the demand for maximum defense production with a realism thus far sadly lacking.28





The Democratic Party was becoming increasingly supportive of FDR’s agenda as news of the war made combat seem inevitable. The number of isolationists within the party had been steadily declining since 1940. Southern conservative Democrats were Roosevelt’s strongest supporters on international issues, but now non-southern Democrats were joining them, and in large numbers.

Congress passed the Lend-Lease Act on March 11, granting Roosevelt the power to provide arms and other materiel to any government “whose defense the President deems vital to the defense of the United States.” Churchill spoke to Americans on a radio broadcast, in a talk that one of FDR’s closest advisors, Harry Hopkins, helped him write, asking for arms and saying that the British did not and would not need American troops. Isolationists railed against the legislation, warning that this was the beginning of full-scale involvement. Senator Taft said, “I feel very strongly that Hitler’s defeat is not vital to us and that even the collapse of England is to be preferred to participation for the rest of our lives in European wars.”29 FDR prevailed, however, as the Senate passed the bill 60-31 and the House 317-71, with most of the opposition coming from midwestern Republicans. Americans supported Lend-Lease two to one.30


In August, FDR signed the Atlantic Charter, which he and Churchill had crafted and which was meant to build support for the war and start laying out a plan for the peace. Churchill found it “astonishing” that the president of a “neutral” country would sign such a document since the charter made a commitment to national self-determination and open seas and promised to reject territorial expansion. It also proclaimed that “all the men in all the lands may live out their lives in freedom from fear and want” and promised to create a “permanent system of general security.”

FDR nevertheless realized that his base of support was shaky. This became clear in August 1941 when Congress took up the issue  of whether to extend the tour of duty for draftees for eighteen more months. Republicans criticized the proposal, claiming that FDR was reneging on the initial terms of the draft in 1940. Republicans were joined by some Democrats, including internationalists who supported a draft, but agreed with the GOP on this point. Texas Democrat Sam Rayburn, who had become Speaker of the House in 1940, opposed the measure but said he would support the president. Rayburn personally lobbied members for the measure, presenting an affirmative vote as a sign of their support for his speakership, which would not be forgotten. Men in uniform lined the galleries to watch the debate. “Every House member could feel their stares,”Texas Representative Lyndon Johnson recalled. The House passed the measure by a single vote, 203 to 202. Fewer Democrats supported the bill than did the Selective Training and Service Act in September 1940 (down from 186 to 182). With an equally contentious debate, the Senate passed the measure, though with wider margins, 45 to 30, with thirty-eight Democrats and seven Republicans in favor; sixteen Democrats, thirteen Republicans, and one Progressive (Robert La Follette) voted against the measure. New York Senator Hamilton Fish, an isolationist, warned, however, that “if the President attempts to put us in an undeclared war, there would be no national unity and there would be no appropriations by Congress to carry out such a personal war.”31


But such caveats disappeared on December 7, when Japan brought the war to America’s doorstep by attacking Pearl Harbor, killing approximately 2,500 American soldiers and destroying battleships, aircraft, and other weaponry. Americans were shocked and angered: The time for war had come.

When Churchill called the president to ask what had happened, Roosevelt said, “It’s quite true, they have attacked us at Pearl Harbor. We are all in the same boat now.” Churchill replied, “That certainly simplifies things. God be with you.”32


The next day, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt stood before Congress. He began speaking: “Yesterday, December 7th, 1941—a date which will live in infamy—the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.”

Congress declared war on Japan that day. Three days later, Hitler declared war on the United States, and Congress immediately reciprocated.

Interestingly, a 1942 poll showed that seventy-three percent of Americans thought that the United States should have joined the League of Nations, up from thirty-three percent in 1937.33



WHILE REPUBLICANS ARGUED with each other about the merits of foreign engagement, Roosevelt and his allies in Congress used the threat of totalitarianism abroad to persuade Americans to accept a vision of national security that can be called liberal internationalism, whose underlying concept was that the nation should commit its physical and financial resources to developing permanent national security institutions rather than continuing the earlier ad hoc approach.

Liberal internationalism was intellectually bound to the New Deal, which had brought about unprecedented expansion of the federal government by providing federal relief, welfare, social security, electrification, and jobs and public works to millions of Americans. Liberal internationalism drew on the principle that economic as well as diplomatic and military tools would be used when international alliances were threatened. FDR’s arguments for liberal internationalism were predicated on the idea that the government could simultaneously maintain progressive domestic programs while fighting a war. Both were essential: A strong and just home front would nurture morale among soldiers and workers and maintain a positive image for the country abroad.

Throughout World War II when speaking of his national security programs, Roosevelt and his liberal congressional allies used the theme of obligation, which would become a hallmark of liberal internationalism. He insisted that everyone should contribute to the defense of democracy. In his nineteenth Fireside Chat, delivered two days after Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt outlined his vision:
Every single man, woman and child is a partner in the most tremendous undertaking of our American history. . . . I was about to add that ahead there lies sacrifice for all of us. But it is not correct to use that word. The United States does not consider it a sacrifice to do all one can, to give one’s best to our nation when the nation is fighting for its existence and its future life. It is not a sacrifice for any man, old or young, to be in the Army or the Navy of the United States. Rather it is a privilege. It is not a sacrifice for the industrialists or the wage earner, the farmer or the shopkeeper, the trainmen or the doctor, to pay more taxes, to buy more bonds, to forgo extra profits, to work longer or harder at the task for which he is best fitted. Rather it is a privilege. It is not a sacrifice to do without many things to which we are accustomed if the national defense calls for doing without it.






Following Pearl Harbor, Congress renewed the draft and removed limitations that troops could only serve for twelve months or fight in the Western Hemisphere. To be sure, there were limits to how much the administration asked from citizens. Roosevelt did not demand (he only requested) that businesses forgo profits nor did he seize direct control of production; the government relied on financial incentives for companies and cooperative planning with business leaders.34 Nonetheless, the idea of the obligation of citizens to contribute to the mobilization was integral to proponents of liberal internationalism.

The administration expanded the domestic reach of the federal government as part of the war effort, creating a War Production Board in 1942 to coordinate the production of gasoline, metal, and rubber. To help pay for the war, Congress created a mass income tax and a system of withholding from paychecks. The number of taxpayers rose from 3.9 million in 1939 to 42.6 million in 1945.35


Liberal Democrats believed that war and welfare could be compatible. The president, often relying on executive orders, created progressive social programs during the early 1940s with the explicit goal of ensuring social peace and economic stability on the home front so that the waging of the war could proceed smoothly. In 1941, he issued an executive order that established the Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC), banning racial discrimination by companies with government contracts. He made this decision to stave off a threatened march on Washington led by the African-American union leader A. Philip Randolph. The Office of Price Administration (OPA), also created that year, involved a sizable bureaucracy with the responsibility of stabilizing prices by imposing rations on certain products and ceilings on prices. Roosevelt staffed the OPA with New Deal liberals like the economist Leon Henderson, who saw the agency as a means of bolstering the consumer purchasing power of working- and middle-class Americans.36


Yet some problems that had bothered the left in World War I reemerged with this war. Particularly troublesome was the internment of Japanese Americans. A January 24, 1942, government report about Pearl Harbor claimed that Japanese-American citizens had assisted in the attack. On February 19, FDR signed Executive Order 9066, establishing the War Relocation Authority to relocate Japanese-Americans in camps. Congress passed legislation legitimating the action with only one vote in opposition. The Supreme Court would deem the order constitutional two years later. Not everyone agreed, however. FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover opposed the measure, and  Attorney General Francis Biddle called it “ill-advised, unnecessary, and unnecessarily cruel.”

 



 



 




THE WAR EXPERIENCE did not bring complete unity to the home front. There were bitter conflicts in 1942 and 1943 between labor and business as the war dragged on and tensions mounted at the workplace. Racial conflict flared throughout the nation, including at military bases where black soldiers had to suffer through the local racism of the country for which they were fighting.

But the wartime experience was nonetheless transformative for the country. Even more so than during World War I, all Americans learned what it was like to live through a full-scale military mobilization. The citizenry lost any lingering sense that the country could really separate itself from the rest of the world. Besides all of the families who were literally separated with loved ones fighting abroad, Americans could not buy whatever they wanted to, whenever they wanted to, because the government rationed certain goods, banned others, and tried to control prices. Many women found themselves working in factory jobs that had until recently been reserved for men. Americans were bombarded by messages from the federal government to support the war effort. When they went to the movies, Walt Disney’s cartoons told them to support the draft and the war. “Every dollar you spend for something you don’t need is a dollar spent to help the Axis,” the narrator told Donald Duck. “That’s right. And every dollar you sock away for taxes, is another dollar to sock the Axis.”

Southern Democrats voted with their party on national security issues.37 Voters in the South tended to be more hawkish on national security than those in other parts of the country, and in the early 1940s the defense industry was essential to the revitalization of the southern economy. The population in Norfolk, Virginia, for example, rose by fifty-seven percent between 1940 and 1943 as a result of factories devoted to the production of wartime supplies. Mobile, Alabama, and Charleston, South Carolina, saw similar increases.38


The regional divisions that hampered Democrats when deliberating civil rights and union policies were muted when it came to debates over foreign policy. Southern control of the congressional committee system provided southerners some comfort that they would be able to contain the potential for national security programs to be used to substantially alter race relations.

On January 11, 1944, FDR reenergized liberals in his State of the Union Address by calling for a Second Bill of Rights to ensure that every American had access to a job, a living wage, housing, medical care, and education: “People who are hungry, people who are out of a job are the stuff of which dictatorships are made. . . . America’s own rightful place in the world depends in large part upon how fully these and similar rights have been carried into practice for all our citizens. For unless there is security here at home there cannot be lasting peace in the world.”

That evening, in his Fireside Chat, FDR expanded the definition of national security. “The one supreme objective for the future, which we discussed for each nation individually and for all the United Nations can be summed up in one word: security. And that means not only physical security which provides safety from attacks by aggressors. It means also economic security, social security, moral security—in a family of nations.” Here the term “United Nations” referred to the United States, Britain, the Soviet Union, and several other countries that in January 1942 had signed a Declaration by United Nations to use their resources against the Axis powers and to not sign a separate peace or armistice with the enemy.

Most of organized labor liked what FDR had done for them during the war. Membership increased from nine million unionized workers when the war began in 1942 and ended with six million more, nearly thirty percent of the workforce.39 Unions gained unprecedented political clout within the Democratic Party. Sidney Hillman helped FDR win the 1944 presidential election after his Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) formed the first political action committee (PAC) to raise money and support for the president. Hillman charged that the Republican nominee, New York Governor Thomas Dewey, was not experienced enough to lead the nation in war and that FDR had the confidence of other international leaders, which would help bring a successful outcome. Republicans retaliated by spreading rumors that FDR had told campaign officials that before a vice presidential nominee was picked, they would have to “clear it with Sidney.”

As the war progressed, Roosevelt had been able to recruit prominent Republicans to support his internationalist agenda. New Jersey Representative Charles Eaton, Minnesota Governor Harold Stassen, and Senator Vandenberg were now working closely with the administration. Besides a shared ideological commitment to defeating the global threat of fascism, Republicans were aware of the tide of public opinion, and many began to feel that advocating isolationism was suicidal.

Republicans found it more difficult to criticize the president’s foreign policy decisions by 1944 as events started to turn clearly in  favor of the United States. In the Far East, Japan had suffered a major defeat in June. That same month, Allied forces stormed Normandy and on August 25 liberated Paris.

Roosevelt was also expanding his support as he found areas through which to combine his vision about domestic government and national security. One of the most far-reaching social initiatives of his presidency was the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, popularly known as the G.I. Bill of Rights, which the president signed into law in June 1944, providing sweeping benefits to those (eventually numbering some sixteen million) who had served in the war. The government would provide tuition and a monthly housing allowance for them to attend a college or university, job counseling, unemployment benefits, and favorable loans for purchasing homes, farms, and business property. Money was allocated to build veterans’ hospitals and strengthen the Veterans Administration. The bill received energetic lobbying support from the American Legion, a normally conservative political organization. There was some opposition in the House, as some southern conservatives like Mississippi’s John Rankin expressed fears that the higher education benefits would increase federal authority over state and local government (which for southerners, meant weakening segregation) and that the unemployment benefits created disincentives to find work.40


During the summer, Roosevelt also worked on nonmilitary items related to the war. He sensed the importance of creating long-term international programs that would avoid another war, and pushed for institutions that would maintain support for the ideals of the New Deal after Germany and Japan were defeated.41  Designed at the Bretton Woods Conference in July of 1944, the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank created institutions for achieving international monetary stability and rebuilding the global economic system. Between August and early October, representatives from the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, and China met at the Dumbarton Oaks mansion in Washington, D.C., and discussed how to design a United Nations, which would aim to achieve the kind of international organization that had not worked with the League of Nations.

In his final campaign, FDR emphasized his performance as commander in chief. He took on Governor Dewey, a firm internationalist who ran with Ohio Republican John Bricker, and there was not much of a difference between him and FDR on foreign policy. At sixty-two years of age, Roosevelt was struggling with heart disease and high blood pressure, and Dewey indirectly questioned his health.

In a decision that did not seem consequential when he made it, FDR named Harry Truman as his running mate. Vice President Henry Wallace had become too liberal on domestic and foreign policy while the country was in an increasingly conservative mood. Truman had been elected to the Senate in 1934 (with the support of the Kansas City machine boss Tom Pendergast, who went to prison in 1939 for tax evasion) and had made his name on Capitol Hill during World War II by conducting investigations into waste and fraud in defense contracting. He had also been a strong advocate of military preparedness in 1939 and 1940, challenging opponents of intervention. During the war, he was a vocal proponent of joining an international organization devoted to maintaining peace and an outspoken critic of the Nazis’ persecution of the Jews.

FDR seemed reinvigorated as he spoke about his Economic Bill of Rights, outlining specific proposals such as a plan to create full employment through government jobs and to bring electricity, as he had done with the Tennessee Valley Authority, to other parts of the country. He spoke about programs such as health care that had not been central items on the New Deal agenda. Although Republicans did not find much with which to distinguish themselves from Democrats on foreign policy, Dewey did bring back the issue of anti-communism, which had been relatively dormant since the 1920s. Though many Americans were furious when the Soviets signed a nonaggression pact with the Germans in 1939, by the end of 1941 the United States and the Soviet Union were allied against fascism. But in the 1944 campaign Republicans played the anticommunist card, with some speeches, especially by Bricker, suggesting that some Democrats in the administration were under the control of communists. The issue did not have much effect on the election.42


To dispel rumors about his health, the president visited New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, and New England in late October. Despite a torrential downpour, he rode around the New York City boroughs in an open car.43


The election of 1944 was not FDR’s strongest performance, but he won the popular vote with solid numbers, 53.4 percent to 45.9 percent, and the electoral votes in another landslide: 432 to 99. The results in the congressional elections were not as good, and the size of the majorities declined to lower levels than in 1936 or 1940.

On January 10, 1945, in a half-hour speech Vandenberg said, “I do not believe that any nation hereafter can immunize itself by its own exclusive action. Since Pearl Harbor, World War II has put the gory science of mass murder into new and sinister perspective. Our  oceans have ceased to be moats which automatically protect our ramparts.”

Vandenberg’s migration from isolationism to internationalism had been motivated by the horrific threat that the senator saw from Germany and Japan, as well as the realization, shared by a growing number of Republicans, that continuing to support isolationism after Pearl Harbor was politically untenable. For Vandenberg personally, adherence to isolationism would eliminate any hope of becoming president.
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