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WHEN REPUBLICANS IN 1994 CAPTURED THE U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES for the first time in forty years, regained control of the U.S. Senate, and wound up with thirty governorships representing 70 percent of the country’s population, stunned Democrats (and not a few analysts) wondered “What happened?”

It was, according to the New York Times, “a political upheaval of historic proportions.” The change that the American electorate called for, concluded the Washington Post, was “almost uniformly in one direction … against liberalism and toward the right.”1

The 1994 elections were, quite simply, the most dramatic manifestation of a conservative revolution in American politics that had been going on for fifty years. It was conservative because it offered an orderly transition to a new form of politics and yet revolutionary because it represented a radical change from the immediate past.

The conservative revolution rested on two epic events, one foreign, one domestic, that have shaped our tumultuous times. The first, and more important, was the waging and winning of the cold war. The second was the American public’s rejection, after years of acceptance, of the idea that the federal government should be the primary solver of our major economic and social problems.

Conservatives declared from its emergence that communism was evil and had to be defeated, not just contained. And they saw that the federal government had grown dangerously large and had to be rolled back, not just managed more efficiently.

Because conservatives played a decisive role in ending the cold war and alerting the nation to the perils of a leviathan state, they reaped enormous political rewards, from Ronald Reagan’s sweeping presidential victories in 1980 and 1984 to the Republicans’ historic capture of Congress in 1994.

But we find little discussion of the conservative revolution in history books. If we seek explanations as to why communism fell, we read that the Soviet Union was much weaker and more extended than we had realized and that history fortuitously produced a Soviet reformer and democrat in Mikhail Gorbachev. These books tell us that the policy of containment worked, although it took several decades longer than its formulator, American diplomat and liberal icon George Kennan, had predicted.2

And from such histories we also learn that it was the New Democrat, Bill Clinton, who recognized that “the era of big government is over.” He was, they instruct, reacting to the national debt of over $5 trillion produced mostly by the faulty economics of the two previous Republican presidents. It was also Clinton who promised to “end welfare as we know it” and delivered on his promise: The number of welfare recipients across the country declined by 9 percent during the first Clinton administration.3

These history books speak of conservatives, it is true, but usually as demagogues, Machiavellians, and simpletons. Accordingly, Senator Joseph McCarthy, a beetle-browed bully, instigated a modern Reign of Terror in the early 1950s. Barry Goldwater, an Arizona cowboy, threatened to destroy social security and start a nuclear war as a presidential candidate in 1964. Ronald Reagan, a one-time B-movie actor, produced a climate of rampant greed with his trickle-down economic policies in the 1980s. And House Speaker Newt Gingrich, reeking of malfeasance, tried to carry out a contract against America.

Such an accounting is light-years away from the true political history of America over the past five decades. It glorifies mediocrities and demeans extraordinary men and women. The failure of so many historians, considered eminent in their field, to present an accurate political portrait of the modern conservative movement, and therefore modern American politics, prompted the writing of this book: the political history of a disparate, often fractious group of philosophers, popularizers, and politicians who rose up to challenge the prevailing liberal orthodoxy. And they triumphed over great odds to become the national movement that dominates American politics today.

The conservative revolution that remade America was a long time in the making. Indeed it seemed on the edge of extinction more than once: after the untimely death of Robert A. Taft in 1953, after the crushing defeat of Barry Goldwater in 1964, after the Iran-contra affair in 1987, and after the demonization of Newt Gingrich in the 1990s. But the conservative revolution not only survived these crises, each time it gained strength and momentum, in large measure because of its principled leaders.

First came the men of ideas: intellectuals and philosophers like Friedrich A. Hayek, the Austrian-born classical liberal; Russell Kirk, the midwestern traditionalist; and Irving Kristol, the New York City Trotskyite-turned-neoconservative. Next came the men of interpretation: the journalists and popularizers like the polymath William F. Buckley, Jr.; the columnist and television commentator George Will; and the radio talkmeister Rush Limbaugh.

Last came the men of action, the politicians and policymakers, led by the Four Misters: “Mr. Republican,” Robert A. Taft; “Mr. Conservative,” Barry Goldwater; “Mr. President,” Ronald Reagan; and “Mr. Speaker,” Newt Gingrich. There were also two Republican presidents whose lives and careers were intertwined with the conservative movement from the 1940s through the 1970s: Herbert Hoover and Richard Nixon. Conservatives admired Hoover for refusing to be the passive scapegoat of the Great Depression and for helping to build the conservative movement. And conservatives never forgot that Nixon was the tough young congressman who “got” former Soviet spy Alger Hiss, no matter Nixon’s later transgressions such as shaking hands with Mao Zedong in China and using Keynesian methods to deal with the economy.

The conservative revolution was also helped by the decline and fall of American liberalism, which lost its way between the New Deal and the Great Society, between Korea and the Sandinistas, between Harry Truman and Michael Dukakis. Liberals went into free fall, their swift descent marked by a telltale shift from concern for the common man and Middle America to preoccupation with minorities and special interests.

And the conservative revolution was helped by the political maturation of American conservatism itself, as the movement learned how to combine traditionalists, libertarians, and neoconservatives; the South, Midwest, and West; and blue-collar Catholics and Protestant evangelicals into a winning electoral force.

Conservatives triumphed in the 1980s and 1990s when their movement contained all the elements necessary for political success: a clearly defined, consistent philosophy; a broad-based, cohesive national constituency; experienced, charismatic, principled leadership; a sound financial base; and proficiency in the mass media. They were also helped by a sixth factor: an atmosphere of crisis. In 1980, Americans were sharply aware that the nation required leaders who could cope with critical problems like inflation, unemployment, and the Soviet empire, and in 1994, they demanded that something be done about out-of-control government programs like health care and welfare.

And yet electoral politics is one thing and governing politics quite another. Many brilliant political campaigners have been a disappointment or even a disaster in office. Newt Gingrich was a visionary leader in 1994, but after four years as Speaker, he fell under fire from conservatives for compromising too readily on core issues like tax cuts and found himself with too few allies when the 1998 congressional elections produced a loss of five seats for the Republicans rather than the gain of thirty that he had predicted. Three days after the election, he stepped down from the speakership and was replaced by Louisiana’s Robert L. Livingston, a more pragmatic conservative. But the chaotic nature of Washington politics was demonstrated yet again when Livingston dramatically resigned five weeks later (admitting marital infidelity), to be succeeded by Dennis Hastert of Illinois, another consensus-seeking conservative.

Conservatives have proved conclusively that they can win elections: even in the so-called disappointing year of 1998, they still retained majorities in the House, the Senate, and among the governorships. But can they build and maintain a governing majority? Or is “a conservative government” an oxymoron, given conservatives’ instinctive antipathy toward the state?

Today, conservative ideas reign in the halls and offices of Congress, in the calculations of the Clinton administration, in the statehouses, in national and regional think tanks, in newspaper op-ed and magazine articles, and in daily radio talk shows and Sunday morning television programs. Conservative ideas are even discussed respectfully in a growing number of leading colleges and universities.

But it is the answer to the central question—“Can conservatives govern?”—that will determine whether the conservative revolution has truly remade America or only touched it fleetingly; whether conservatism remains a commanding political movement in America or, like so many other movements, winds up on the ashheap of history.


Chapter 1
  [image: Image]
“Had Enough?”


MORE THAN ANY OTHER EVENT IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, WORLD WAR II transformed our nation and our world. Any talk about returning to “normalcy” with the war’s end was just that—talk. Indeed, nothing was “normal” in postwar America. The nation’s political lodestar, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, was gone, succeeded by Harry S. Truman, a Missouri farmer and judge. Rather than repeating our isolationist impulses following World War I, America happily hosted the founding of the United Nations. Twelve million men and women (more servicemen than had fought in all the previous conflicts in our history) poured back from the war. They wanted a decent job and a nice house, a couple of kids and a new car, quiet nights and lazy Sundays after the shrapnel-riddled fields of Europe and the bloody beaches of the South Pacific. They wanted the American dream, and why not? They had risked their lives to preserve it.

Change was everywhere. Enrollment in colleges and universities doubled as ex-servicemen took advantage of the GI Bill. With government help, home-hungry veterans were able to move into the new suburbs that sprang up outside the cities. Many resettled in the West and the South, creating new constituencies and challenging old electoral alliances.1

At war’s end in 1945, America had a population of 141 million, but the mustered-out GI Joes and Janes launched a baby boom that continued for eighteen years, producing an America of over 190 million by 1964.

America was the world’s number one economic power, and there was no number two. Our 1945 gross national product of $204 billion was about equal to that of the rest of the world combined, although public debt had soared from $49 billion in 1941 to $269 billion by mid-1946. We were a remarkably self-sufficient country. We produced our own food and used our own natural resources for fuel and raw materials. So, too, our automobiles, farm machines, factory tools, electric appliances, and household implements were, by and large, “made in America.”2

We were a young, optimistic nation with a median age of twenty-nine. Unemployment was less than 4 percent. Immigration was strictly controlled: only 148,954 immigrants came to our shores in all of 1946. Most neighborhoods were able to control crime; as historian James T. Patterson pointed out, “Public disorder was only here and there a major worry.”3

But there were problems too. Organized labor, representing about one-fifth of the national workforce, was no longer willing to defer raises and other benefits it had set aside during the war. When management did not meet its postwar demands, strikes erupted from Maine to California. There were an astounding 4,750 work stoppages in 1945, the wave of strikes cresting in early 1946 with 1.8 million workers in such major industries as meat-packing, oil refining, electrical appliances, steel, and automobile manufacturing. The year 1946 “became the most contentious in the history of labor-management relations in the United States,” according to Patterson: 4,985 stoppages by 4.6 million workers, or about one of every fourteen Americans in the labor force.4

Republicans decided to make political capital of the strikes to help gain a congressional majority in the 1946 elections and to prepare the way, they hoped, for their return to the White House in 1948 after a generation in the political wilderness.

World politics had also been changed radically by the world war. America now bestrode the world like a benevolent colossus. Nazi Germany was buried beneath mountains of rubble and occupation armies. Imperial Japan docilely accepted General Douglas MacArthur as its new leader, even allowing him to write a new constitution. Most Americans believed that global peace could be secured through organizations like the United Nations.

But while the United States was demobilizing as quickly as it could, foreign policy experts voiced mounting alarm over the steady encroachment of the Soviet Union. Their concern was intensified by an election address by Premier Joseph Stalin in February 1946. In it, the “candidate” for the Supreme Soviet blamed World War II on “monopoly capitalism,” stated that future conflicts were inevitable because of the “present capitalist development of the world economy,” and called for the expansion of heavy industry in the Soviet Union “and all kinds of scientific research” for the next fifteen years if necessary. “Only under such conditions,” Stalin declared, “will our country be insured against any eventuality.”5

Stalin’s belligerence disturbed many in Washington, liberals and conservatives alike. Supreme Court associate justice William O. Douglas asserted that the Soviet leader’s speech meant “the declaration of World War III.” Columnist Marquis Childs wrote that “Stalin’s speech closed the door” to U.S.-USSR collaboration. And Newsweek magazine referred to the address as the “most war-like pronouncement uttered by any statesman since V-J Day.”6

Three weeks after Stalin’s speech, Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg of Michigan, the leading Republican spokesman on foreign policy, issued an urgent call for a new policy of firmness toward the Soviet Union. “What is Russia up to now?” he asked in a Senate speech. Anticipating the rolling rhetoric of Winston Churchill’s famous iron curtain speech, which would be delivered one week later in Fulton, Missouri, Vandenberg said:

We ask it in Manchuria. We ask it in Eastern Europe and the Dardanelles…. We ask it in the Baltic and the Balkans. We ask it in Poland…. We ask it sometimes even in connection with events in our own United States. “What is Russia up to now?” … It is a question which must be answered before it is too late.7

Vandenberg’s speech was greeted by a standing ovation from his Senate colleagues and hailed in much of the American press. The Omaha World-Herald wrote, “This is the voice of responsibility, the voice of statesmanship, the voice that America has been longing to hear.” Arthur Krock of the New York Times correctly interpreted the speech as a criticism of President Truman and Secretary of State James F. Byrnes for their failure to produce a coherent foreign policy.8 This first public criticism of the Soviet Union by a major American political figure since the end of World War II signaled too that the Republicans intended to stress foreign policy in the fall elections.

The GOP had already been given several domestic issues to challenge in Truman’s first State of the Union address, delivered in January, in which the president had asked for another year of wage and price controls. Nor had Truman backed away from his earlier proposals to nationalize the housing industry, establish federal control of all unemployment compensation, and pass a strong fair employment practices law. Republicans quickly picked up Truman’s gauntlet. House minority leader Joseph Martin of Massachusetts accused the president of “out-dealing the New Deal.” And Congressman Charles Halleck of Indiana barked, “This is the kickoff. This begins the campaign of 1946.”9

Republicans in Congress found important political allies among southern conservative Democrats like Senator Harry Byrd of Virginia and Senators Walter George and Richard Russell of Georgia. The two groups shared a strong distaste for intrusive federal power and a firm commitment to limited government. As New York Times correspondent William S. White noted, these southern conservatives were not simply “Democratic rebels lying in wait” to attack their national party. They opposed philosophically the liberal direction of the Roosevelt and Truman administrations and worried about the political impact of such policies back home.10

On the Democratic side, many liberals felt that Truman was not going far or fast enough in building on the legacy of FDR. In truth, Truman was a loyal New Dealer, having supported all of Roosevelt’s major provisions as a senator in the 1930s. But he was not personally comfortable with liberal ideologues like Henry Wallace and Harold Ickes, preferring the company of his Missouri cronies. When a dissatisfied Ickes resigned as secretary of the interior in February 1946, he publicly charged Truman with collecting “a non-descript band of political Lilliputians” in the White House.11 The president privately seethed at the criticism but did not respond. Instead, he stuck to his cautious approach. He was dubious about initiating major liberal reforms in the postwar period. “The American people have been through a lot of experiments,” Truman told his political aide Clark Clifford. “They want a rest from experiments.”12

One Republican in particular was exceedingly tired of Democratic “experiments” and was determined to stop them: the brilliant, blunt, indefatigable senior senator from Ohio, Robert A. Taft. Taft was not your ordinary pol. He did not slap backs, he did not twist arms, he did not sip a little “bourbon and branch” with the boys in the backroom. He became the most powerful Republican in the Senate, and in the nation, through his formidable intellect, his huge appetite for hard work and long hours, and his political courage. His bluntness was legendary. A colleague on the Yale Corporation once went to the Senate lobby and called Taft off the floor to check on a pending railroad bill. Asked if the bill would reach the floor that day, Taft replied, “Over my dead body,” and stomped back into the Senate chamber.13

As partisan as the president, Taft would also bargain if necessary to move legislation important to the nation through Congress. Although Taft “hungered for the White House,” in the words of William White, he was first and foremost a man of the Senate and its pragmatic ways.14

Taft described himself as “a liberal conservative.” By liberal, he meant someone “who is willing to accept change, who believes in freedom for others, and is sufficiently open-minded to be able to consider any proposal that is made to him.” By conservative, he meant someone “who knows and appreciates the importance of stability. While I am willing and ready to consider changes, I want to be darned sure—darned sure—that they are really better than what we have.”15

But whatever the label, Taft insisted that the role of the federal government be limited to that of “a keeper of the peace, a referee of controversies, and an adjustor of abuses; not as a regulator of the people, or their business and personal activities.”16 His “guiding principle” as a legislator, he said simply, was whether a policy “increases or decreases the liberty of our people.”17

He supported “equality of opportunity,” whereby all men and women could rise from obscurity. Government, he said, must provide a floor through which no one should be permitted to fall. “This philosophy,” wrote Taft biographer Robert Patterson, “was closer to the enlightened noblesse oblige of conservatives like Disraeli and Burke than … the probusiness materialism of many of his Republican admirers.”18

Conservative historian Russell Kirk celebrated Taft’s critical contribution to the foundations of modern conservatism in his 1967 book, The Political Principles of Robert A. Taft. According to Kirk and his coauthor, James McClellan, Taft recognized that “every right is married to a duty, and that excess of liberty must end in anarchy.” He insisted that the rule of law “must not be sacrificed to the vindictive impulse” of the state. He believed, rather, in a “humane economy” founded “upon Christian moral principles and upon the American historical experience.” He therefore sponsored legislation favoring federal aid to education, health, and housing, but with the administration of all these programs left in the hands of state and local authorities.19

Any proposal for federal action, Taft stated, must be judged by its effect on the liberty of the individual, the family, the community, industry, and labor. “Such liberty,” he asserted, “cannot be sacrificed to any theoretical improvement from government control or governmental spending.”20 From the beginning of his career to the end, wrote Kirk, Taft spoke for the “Constitution, self-government, private rights, the rule of law … the fabric of civilization.” He contended against “ideology, concentrated power, grandiose political schemes … economic folly.”21

The principal conservative leaders who followed Taft—Barry Goldwater, Ronald Reagan, and Newt Gingrich—would contend against the same liberal schemes and make the same commitment to the Constitution and prudential government.

Taft, however, was an activist, not a thinker. He occasionally read political books like Thomas Hewes’s Decentralize for Liberty, published in 1945, and sometimes inserted quotations from John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty in his speeches. But when a reporter asked whether he had read Russell Kirk’s The Conservative Mind, Taft shook his head and chuckled. “You remind me of Thurber’s Let Your Mind Alone,” he said. “There are some questions that I have not thought very much about, but I’m a politician, not a philosopher.”22

Taft biographer Caroline Thomas Harsberger has described the senator as tall and balding with “a baywindow stomach.”23 He had gray eyes, sandy eyebrows, and a healthy complexion, and wore old-fashioned shell-rimmed spectacles and “the same dark trousers” morning, afternoon, and night, regardless of the occasion. His Senate office was always piled high with letters, legal briefs, and back issues of the Congressional Record. On the mantel stood a small bronze statue of his father, William Howard Taft, the twenty-seventh president and the tenth chief justice of the United States.

Nothing seemed to tire the senator, neither long sessions nor filibusters nor debates with his political opponents. Quite simply, he loved his work.

In 1946, it seemed that Bob Taft was the Senate, and the Senate was Bob Taft. A prime example of Taft’s surpassing role came when a national rail strike threatened the nation’s major transportation system. On May 25, President Truman appeared before Congress to ask for sweeping powers against the rail workers, in the second day of a walkout. As he was speaking, the president was informed that the rail strike had been settled, and Congress applauded vigorously when told the good news.

But a grim-faced Truman nevertheless requested authority “to declare a state of emergency in case of strikes in vital industries or mines.” Sanctions would include allowing the government to operate the struck industries and draft workers into the armed forces. In one stroke, as historian William Manchester expressed it, Truman “alienated the labor movement, the American Civil Liberties Union, the liberal community, and every thoughtful conservative.”24

Yet so overwhelming was the antiunion mood in Congress, and the country, that the House approved Truman’s unprecedented request within two hours by a vote of 306 to 13, and it seemed likely that the Senate would obediently follow suit that same evening—until, that is, Senator Taft rose. He objected to immediate consideration of the bill because the president’s proposal “violates every principle of American jurisprudence.” There was no excuse, he stated, for such “extreme” and “unconstitutional” demands:

I am not willing to vote for a measure which provides that the president may be a dictator. It offends not only the Constitution, but every basic principle for which the American Republic was established. Strikes cannot be prohibited without interfering with the basic freedom essential to our form of government.25

The GOP Steering Committee, which Taft headed, recommended several amendments, including denying the government the authority to draft strikers—the core of the president’s plan. Even administration Democrats acknowledged the inherent dangers of the president’s intemperate assault on unions and the Constitution. Only three days after the House had stampeded in favor of the Truman proposal, Taft succeeded in persuading the Senate to defeat it by a decisive vote of 70 to 13.

Some were surprised at Taft’s insistence on protecting the right to strike despite the strong national antipathy toward unions. They did not know the man. Taft’s stand was a natural consequence of his attachment to principles, his independence of thought, his firm opposition to any expansion of government power, and his devotion to the Constitution. Here in action was Robert Taft, defender of individual rights. Although often labeled probusiness, Taft was committed to the principle of collective bargaining and was far from the “antilabor monster” suggested by some Democratic critics.26

The senator was equally opposed to price controls, and was a relentless critic of the Office of Price Administration (OPA), which he charged was preoccupied with curbing profits rather than prices. Here was Robert Taft, the guardian of the American free enterprise system and traditional conservative. Led by Taft and Republican Kenneth Wherry of Nebraska, the Senate passed two amendments to restrict OPA actions. The administration was furious, and Truman attacked Taft by name, calling his efforts the “mainspring” of “an impossible bill” that “provides a sure formula for inflation.”27

An angry Truman vetoed the bill, killing OPA. But when a surge in prices swiftly followed, another bill was introduced and this one the president eventually signed, although it was very much like a measure he had vetoed a month before. Columnists Stewart and Joseph Alsop observed about Taft’s success: “It was a fascinating performance, demonstrating at once the success of [Taft’s] legislative methods, the nature of his economic opinions, and the cold-turkey boldness which led Taft … to go far out on the limb of a highly controversial issue.”28

To many Americans in 1946, Truman seemed “inept, uncertain, vulnerable at the polls, a sad successor to Roosevelt.”29 In contrast, the articulate, self-confident Taft caught the public’s and the press’s eye. U.S. News and World Report placed him on its cover in May, Time featured him in June, and Newsweek gave him a cover story in July. Republicans sensed that they were on the brink of their first great congressional victory since 1928.

The GOP adopted as its slogan “Had Enough? Vote Republican!” An eager Taft went campaigning across the East and the Midwest and did not spare the rhetoric, charging, among other things, that the Democrats “at Tehran, at Yalta, at Potsdam, and at Moscow pursued a policy of appeasing Russia, a policy which has sacrificed throughout Eastern Europe and Asia the freedom of many nations and millions of people.” The Democratic party, he said, “is so divided between Communism and Americanism that its foreign policy can only be futile and contradictory and make the United States the laughing stock of the world.”30

Anticommunism was a major theme in the 1946 campaign. The Republican News, the official GOP publication, carried a front-page cartoon of a Russian bear wearing the false ears of the Democratic donkey. And the conservative Chicago Tribune reported that pro-Democratic groups like the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) had “openly espoused Russian foreign policies, even at times taking the side of the Russians against American policy.”31

The Republican charges about communism’s spread were corroborated, at least partially, by the nation’s top anticommunist, J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). In a speech to the American Legion convention in September, Hoover revealed that there were at least 100,000 active communists in America—in “some newspapers, magazines, books, radio and the screen … some churches, schools, colleges and even fraternal orders.” What most concerned the FBI head was that ten sympathizers stood behind every cardholder “ready to do the party’s work”—a veritable army of one million people.32 Republican candidates immediately began using Hoover’s revelations in the campaign, linking them to Democratic accommodation of communism at home and abroad.

However, anticommunism was not manufactured by opportunistic Republicans; it proceeded naturally from the American people, deeply in love with freedom and unswervingly hostile to any force that denied that most precious of possessions. The public’s attitude about the Soviet Union had never been more than marginally positive, even during World War II when Moscow was an ally.

In March 1946, eight months after V-J Day, only 7 percent of a Gallup Poll sample approved of “the policy Russia is following in world affairs,” while 77 percent disapproved. Sixty percent thought the United States was “too soft” in its relations with Moscow; only 3 percent thought the United States was “too tough.” Two months later, 58 percent responded in a Gallup survey that “Russia is trying to build herself up to be the ruling power of the world,” while only 29 percent chose the more sympathetic view that Russia is “just building up protection against being attacked in another war”—the argument of the Left. By October 1947, those choosing the phrase “ruling power” in describing the Soviet Union would rise to 76 percent, and those choosing “protection” would fall to 18 percent.33

Both political parties aggressively sought the support of a critical voting bloc in the November 1946 elections: the veterans, estimated to number about 8 million. “Every platform and virtually every speech,” reported the Washington Post, “promises the former serviceman a panacea for his readjustment problems.”34 Many veterans decided they wanted to represent their interests directly and ran for public office. Among those who won were three men who would dictate the course of America’s political history.

John F. Kennedy, running for Congress from Massachusetts, frequently referred to his service as a PT boat captain in the Solomons. Richard M. Nixon, seeking to replace Congressman Jerry Voorhis of California, pointed out that while he had been fighting for his country in “the stinking mud and jungles” of the South Pacific, Voorhis had “stayed safely behind the front in Washington.” And the former marine Joseph R. McCarthy, trying to unseat Robert M. La Follette, Jr., of Wisconsin, who had been in the Senate since 1925, distributed several hundred thousand copies of a brochure that trumpeted, “Washington Needs a Tail-Gunner.” Displaying his insouciant casualness about numbers, McCarthy accused La Follette of enjoying his Senate salary and “fat rations” while “15,000,000 [sic] Americans were fighting the war.”35

Most Americans, including veterans, had had enough of strikes, high prices, black markets, rent gougers, and “government by crony.” As journalist Joseph C. Goulden put it, Harry Truman woke up the morning after election night 1946 “with a bad cold and a Republican Congress.” The new House would have 246 Republicans, 188 Democrats, and 1 independent; the Senate, a 51-to-45 Republican majority. It was a decisive shift in American political power. If the 1946 election had been presidential, analysts estimated, the Republicans would have won 357 electoral votes to Truman’s 174.

The anti-New Deal press was ecstatic. The Chicago Tribune editoralized that Republicans had “won the greatest victory for the Republic since Appomattox.” “The New Deal is kaput,” gloated the New York Daily News. The more moderate Washington Daily News attributed the Republican victory to the “deep American conviction that it is unhealthy in a free government to keep one crowd in power too long.”36

In the wake of the GOP victory, euphoric Republicans proposed slashing billions of dollars from the budget, lowering income taxes by 20 percent (the pledge of incoming House Speaker Joseph Martin of Massachusetts), abandoning “the philosophy of government interference with business and labor,” and even repealing parts of the social and welfare legislation passed since 1932. Senator Styles Bridges of New Hampshire boasted that “the United States is now a Republican country.”37

Flashing a Cheshire cat smile, Taft declared that the president would have few difficulties with Congress if he accepted the clear verdict of the electorate. “The reason for the controversies during the past two years,” he said, “is that the president’s proposals always followed the line of increased executive powers.” Taft estimated that government spending for fiscal year 1947 could be slashed from the administration’s request of $40 billion to as low as $25 billion.38

The decisive Republican victory of 1946 was certainly based on conservative themes like cutting taxes, balancing the budget, and containing communism, but these themes were not developed by a conservative movement. Conservatism did not exist in any formal sense in 1940s America. For example, when thirty-nine American and European conservative intellectuals, calling themselves “traditional liberals,” decided to form an organization in the spring of 1947, they did not meet in an American city but thousands of miles away in Mont Pelerin, Switzerland. Their mood was somber, for socialism and statism dominated European governments and even seemed to rule in the United States despite the Republican capture of Congress. Declaring that the “central values of civilization are in danger,” the free market scholars, led by the London-based economist Friedrich A. Hayek, defined their central goal as “the preservation and improvement of the free society” and named themselves the Mont Pelerin Society. Although their proceedings were not reported on the front page of the New York Times, the group demonstrated by their meeting that, in the words of future Nobel laureate Milton Friedman, “we were not alone.”39

But conservatives were few in number. Conservative publications, for example, could be counted on one hand. The one explicitly conservative journal was Human Events, an eight-page weekly newsletter launched in 1944 with the encouragement of four leaders of the Right: former president Herbert Hoover; General Robert Wood, board chairman of Sears, Roebuck; oil executive J. Howard Pew; and Chicago publisher Henry Regnery. Its founding editors were Felix Morley, a distinguished reporter and editor who had won a Pulitzer Prize for editorial writing, foreign policy analyst William Henry Chamberlin, and veteran newspaperman Frank C. Hanighen, whose apartment served as the publication’s first office.

Its two-page statement of purpose was cautiously internationalist, calling on America “to develop broader international understanding and to exercise moral leaderhip in accordance with the principles which have made us great.”40 Notwithstanding its august sponsors, the weekly had only a modest circulation of about five thousand by the opening of the Eightieth Congress in January 1947.

Human Events was always firmly anti-New Deal, describing the changes in American government since 1932 as “revolutionary” and resulting in “state socialism.” It called on the new Republican Congress to lead a “counter-revolution” and “roll back” the “iron curtain” that separated Washington from the rest of the country.41

Radio was then America’s primary mass medium, and it is interesting to note, in view of the present-day popularity of personalities like Rush Limbaugh, that the number one radio broadcaster of the 1940s was an unabashed conservative and anticommunist, Fulton Lewis, Jr. Lewis’s weekday evening program at seven o’clock was heard by an estimated 16 million Americans over 550 stations of the Mutual Broadcasting System. With a weekly income of $7,000, he was the highest-paid commentator in radio, topping such luminaries as Lowell Thomas and Paul Harvey.

Lewis, who got his start as a reporter on the Washington Herald, regularly exposed government inefficiency during and after World War II, producing several congressional investigations. As he put it, “I believe that Congress is the bulwark of our republic.”42

Still, no prominent philosopher, popularizer, or politician called himself a conservative, in part because no one agreed on what “conservatism” was. The traditionalist Russell Kirk, rarely daunted by any intellectual challenge, offered the following:

“Conservatism” is derived from the Latin verb conservare, to keep or preserve. Thus a conservative is a person who, tending to prefer the old and tried to the novel and dubious, endeavors to safeguard the institutions and convictions which his own generation has inherited from previous ages. Generally speaking, the conservative hopes to reconcile what is most important in old customs and in the wisdom of his ancestors with the change that society must undergo if it is to endure.43

What is politically important about this definition is the last sentence: that the conservative accepts necessary change. In other words, the conservative is not a reactionary but a reconciler, a fusionist of the best ideas of the old and the most promising of the new. Conservatives know with Edmund Burke, the eighteenth-century British statesman, that healthy “change is the means of our preservation.”44

Another part of the early intellectual conservative mix was provided by Hayek, who insisted he was not a conservative at all but a “classical” liberal. Hayek argued in The Road to Serfdom that “planning leads to dictatorship” and that the “direction of economic activity” inevitably means the “suppression of freedom.” He proposed a different road, the road of individualism and classical liberalism, which he insisted was not laissez-faire but was based on a government, carefully limited by law, that encouraged competition and the functioning of a free society.45 However Hayek and like-minded classical liberals, or libertarians, might protest, this philosophical position placed them squarely in the conservative movement.

The third part of conservatism in these early days was anticommunism, whose most eloquent spokesman was the former Time editor and Soviet spy, Whittaker Chambers. His 1952 autobiography, Witness, contained three assertions that appealed compellingly to conservatives: one, America faced a transcendent crisis; two, the crisis of the twentieth century was a crisis of faith; and three, secular liberalism was another form of the communist enemy. When he said that the New Deal was not a simple reform movement but “socialist” and “revolutionary,” Chambers was hailed by conservatives who had been making the same points for years.46


Chapter 2
  [image: Image]
An Extraordinary Congress


WHILE FRIEDRICH HAYEK WAS PLANNING A MEETING OF CLASSICAL LIBERALS in Switzerland and Whittaker Chambers was debating whether he should testify before the House Committee on Un-American Activities about his old friend and fellow spy, Alger Hiss, Senator Robert Taft and his colleagues were drawing up a Republican agenda for the Eightieth Congress.

The next two years would be a time of significant achievement in domestic policy, elevated bipartisanship in foreign policy, and unrelieved hubris among Republicans who thought the keys to the White House were already in their pockets. “Truman is a gone goose,” crowed the sharp-tongued former Republican congresswoman Clare Boothe Luce of Connecticut. Although Democrats fumed, not one publicly challenged her.1

To the supremely confident Republicans, the opportunities seemed unlimited. The only question was where to start: reduce the budget, cut taxes, reorganize the executive branch, limit the power of the labor unions, or expose communists in government.

Leaving the area of foreign policy to his more experienced colleague Arthur Vandenberg, Taft began by challenging the Truman administration over its economic policy. To begin, Taft argued, the president ought to cut the proposed federal budget of $37.5 billion by at least $5 billion. Truman, he said, was “like a man tying down the safety valve while he speeds up the stoking under the boiler.”2

Relying on the research of a new joint congressional committee on the economy, which he headed, Taft kept bombarding the administration with statistics. He opposed increasing the federal minimum wage beyond sixty-five cents an hour despite organized labor’s demand for a hike to seventy-five cents. He recommended a $6 billion cut in military spending, unsatisfied with Truman’s approval of a decrease from $12.9 billion to $9.5 billion. And he wanted to spend only $1 billion on health, public housing, and federal aid to education. The need for economy, Taft insisted, left the nation no choice.

By the end of the first session, Republicans had succeeded in cutting $2.8 billion from Truman’s budget, a reduction of about 7.5 percent. The Eightieth Congress’s reductions were a solid accomplishment, although far less than the 20 percent slash some members suggested. Republicans discovered, in political historian James T. Patterson’s words, “how economical the administration had tried to be.”3

At the same time, Taft pushed hard for a tax cut. Federal, state, and local taxes, Taft charged repeatedly, represented 30 percent of the national income. Using a favorite formulation of conservatives, he said, “That means that on the average we are working three days out of ten for the government.” Tax reduction, he insisted, was “essential to the welfare of the country, because the present heavy burden of taxation is an evil in itself.”4 For conservatives, then and now, excessive taxes were simply bad economics, discouraging individual initiative and therefore holding down national productivity.

With strong Democratic support, especially among southern conservatives, House Republicans passed tax reform in March 1947, cutting personal income taxes by 30 percent at lower income levels, 20 percent in the middle, and 10.5 percent at the top. The Taft-led Senate passed a slightly more moderate tax reduction in May. The resulting conference bill would have saved American taxpayers about $4 billion.

But Truman quickly vetoed the bill, maintaining that it would encourage consumer spending, stimulate inflation, and deprive the government of $4 billion that should be used to reduce the national debt. And, the president emphasized, the Republican measure favored the wealthy over middle-class and lower-income citizens. It was a classic Democratic argument that pitted class against class, income group against income group, the populist Democrats against the elitist Republicans.

House Republicans picked up enough votes to override the president’s veto by delaying the starting date of the reductions until January 1948, but the Senate fell five votes short of the necessary two-thirds. A disappointed Taft consoled himself with the expectation that the people would demand reductions in taxes and Democrats would be forced to “approve a tax cut in the election year of 1948.”5 That, in fact, is what happened.

The Taft plan of reduced government spending and tax cuts—a 1940s version of 1980s supply-side economics—was philosophically prudent and turned out to be economically efficacious as well. Republican pressure forced Truman to cut federal spending more than he would have otherwise. Postwar consumer demand was beginning to decline, and it was reasonable to conclude that tax reduction would not generate out-of-control consumer spending. Indeed, Congress’s 1948 tax cut proved to be noninflationary.

From the opening days of the Eightieth Congress, Taft was hard at work on his legislative masterpiece: the Taft-Hartley Labor Act, cosponsored by Congressman Fred Hartley of New Jersey, chairman of the House Education and Labor Committee.

The Wagner Act of 1935 had been called “Labor’s Magna Carta” and was arguably the most significant political act of President Roosevelt’s first term. It protected organized labor’s right to bargain collectively and to accomplish through union action what workers could not do individually. In the intervening twelve years, however, a great depression had ended, a great war had been waged and won, and general prosperity had been achieved. The public’s attitude had shifted from a feeling that management was too arrogant and powerful to its opposite: organized labor was now perceived as too strong and overweening, especially in its relations with the people. During the war and afterward, more than one American had caustically commented, “Soldiers in their foxholes don’t strike.”6

Taft was irresistibly attracted to the idea of significant labor reform. It encompassed high national policy, constitutional law, free enterprise, social questions, and electoral politics. He approached what he saw as his mission—“to get rid of at least a good deal of the Wagner Act”—with single-minded yet balanced zeal. His sense of justice compelled him to acknowledge that although strikes might be disorderly and wasteful, they were necessary and constitutional. And management, far from being blameless in all disputes, was often provocative or foolish in its demands. He was interested in reform, not repeal. Accordingly, he would not accept the more punitive provisions of the House version, which included the prohibition of industry-wide bargaining and sharp restrictions on the union shop.

The vote on final passage of the Taft-Hartley bill was 308 to 107 in the House and 68 to 24 in the Senate. Once again President Truman vetoed the legislation, but this time the House overrode the veto by 331 to 83 and the Senate by 68 to 25. Taft delivered a national radio address in May 1947, right after Senate passage, explaining the proposal’s major purpose: “It seems to me that our aim should be to reach the point where, when an employer meets with his employees, they have substantially equal bargaining power, so that neither side feels it can make an unreasonable demand and get away with it.”7

Under Taft-Hartley, the closed shop was forbidden; union shop agreements were lawful only if a majority of all employees voted for them by secret ballot; jurisdictional strikes and secondary boycotts were made illegal; in any industry in interstate commerce, a sixty-day moratorium had to precede a lawful strike; an eighty-day injunction was provided for in national health-and-safety strikes; and states could outlaw all forms of union security, including the union shop. This last provision, section 14(b), was the controversial right-to-work clause, which had been adopted by twenty-one states by the 1990s. As Edna Lonigan put it in Human Events, Taft-Hartley meant that “workers regain the right not to join a union.” And without the power to compel workers to join or to punish dissent, she wrote, union officials “become answerable to unionists.”8

Taft and other Republican leaders firmly believed that in passing Taft-Hartley, they had done the right thing legislatively and politically. The new law redressed a labor-management imbalance that had existed for over a decade, and it revised a major plank of the New Deal-Democratic platform. Taft was given full credit, and by all sides, for his masterful steering of Taft-Hartley through Congress, one of the few major works of legislation devised and passed in this century without the help of the executive branch.

But the Democrats were boiling. Angry union leaders referred to the measure as “a slave labor act.” Truman agreed and would place Taft-Hartley at the top of his list of Republican “crimes” in his 1948 campaign.

By choice, Taft did not play the same dominant role in foreign policy. He turned over Republican leadership in that area to Arthur H. Vandenberg, the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. The senator’s son, Arthur, Jr., speaks of a “tacit and informal understanding” between the two men, with Vandenberg deferring to Taft’s leadership in domestic policy and Taft reciprocating toward Vandenberg in foreign policy.9 Writing to Vandenberg in late 1946, Taft noted that a newspaper columnist had tried “to show that I differed with you on foreign policy. I suppose there may be some differences as there always are, but I approve without qualification your whole position as far as I know it.”10

It fell to Vandenberg to resolve the contradictions within the Eightieth Congress regarding America’s relations with the world, especially the Soviet Union. Although most Republican congressmen wanted a tough approach toward Moscow, they were reluctant to pay a high financial price for such a policy. They were politically internationalist but economically isolationist.

They urged President Truman and his administration to take a stronger stand against the Soviets but hesitated when it came time to approve the funds for economic and military programs overseas. Hard-core Republican isolationists like Senator Kenneth S. Wherry of Nebraska and Congressman Clare Hoffman of Michigan took a much simpler view, claiming that the Truman administration was exaggerating Soviet expansionism to secure funds. They questioned whether the Soviet Union was truly a military threat to Western Europe. Foreign aid, they argued, would dangerously strain the American economy and do little for the nations and peoples helped. Other Republicans warned against aiding reactionary regimes in Greece and Turkey.11 Taft was sympathetic to some of the isolationists’ arguments, particularly about endangering the U.S. economy.

Now came one of those catalytic events on which history turns. The combination of one of the worst winters in history and the economic consequences of World War II reduced Great Britain in early 1947 to a state of near bankruptcy. On February 21, 1947, the first secretary of the British embassy in Washington, D.C., delivered two notes to officials in the State Department, stating that Britain could no longer provide economic assistance to Greece and Turkey and would have to halt its aid by no later than April 1.

The thrust of the notes was clear: Since both Greece and Turkey were on the brink of economic collapse and were politically threatened by the continuing success of communist guerrillas, only a firm American commitment could prevent these two countries from being taken over by the Soviets. For the first time since the founding of the Republic, there was no one to protect America’s geopolitical interests but America itself. All the other major democratic powers had been rendered impotent. A dangerous bipolar world suddenly loomed.

Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson told Secretary of State George Marshall, “This puts up the most [serious] decision with which we have been faced since the war.”12 The two officials informed President Truman that Greece needed substantial amounts of aid, and quickly. The alternative, Truman recalled in his memoirs, would have been the loss of Greece and the extension of “the iron curtain” across the eastern Mediterranean. If Greece was lost, Turkey would “become an untenable outpost in a sea of communism.” The president viewed Greece and Turkey as “free countries being challenged by Communist threats from within and without.” America, he felt, had no choice but to help them and thus block Soviet expansionism.13

To help these beleaguered countries, Truman needed the support of the Republican Eightieth Congress. Fortunately for Greece, Turkey, and the rest of noncommunist Europe, the president received the bipartisan support of Congress for what came to be called the Truman Doctrine and ultimately the policy of containment. Although Vandenberg was unhappy that he and other congressional leaders had not been consulted earlier, he felt that given the crisis and the president’s urgent request, Congress had little choice but to go along or invite future and more serious Soviet aggression.

Still, there were reservations. Human Events expressed skepticism about the Truman Doctrine because it concerned itself with the outer “extremities” of Europe. Western Europe, wrote Felix Morley, was like a man “stricken with coronary thrombosis.” Greece was “a foot of Europe,” while Germany “was the continental heart.” Morley accused the Soviets of plotting the “enslavement” of Germany while America had no apparent plan to prevent its collapse, which would inevitably hasten “the decay” of all Western Europe.14

Republican opponents of Greek-Turkish aid were heartened when Taft expressed some public skepticism about the Truman plan. But Taft privately told colleagues that he supported the bill, explaining: “I don’t like this Greek-Turkish proposition, but I do recognize that perhaps we should maintain the status quo until we can reach some peace accommodation with Russia. I don’t like to appear to be backing down.” When he formally endorsed the legislation, Taft qualified his support: “I do not regard this as a commitment to any similar policy in any other section of the world.”15 But he accepted the basic premise of the Truman Doctrine: America should assist free nations and peoples threatened by the Soviet Union.

A conference report on Greek-Turkish aid adjusted minor differences in the Senate and House versions and was passed by both houses by a voice vote on May 15, 1947. Approval of the Truman Doctrine was a rite of passage by which once-isolationist America became the leader of the free world. And it helped prepare the way for the next building block of containment: substantial American aid to all of an economically distressed Europe.

The most influential journalist of the postwar period was liberal Walter Lippmann, whose newspaper column, “Today and Tomorrow,” was avidly read by everyone interested in foreign affairs, including White House aides, State Department officials, and members of Congress. In today’s electronic world, it is difficult to imagine a single newspaper columnist having so great an impact. But by virtue of his formidable intelligence, historical perspective, and sense of timing, Lippmann often helped shape history.

In April 1947, he wrote that “the danger of a European economic collapse is the threat that hangs over us and all the world.” He reported that none of the leading nations of Europe—Great Britain, France, Italy, or Germany—was recovering economically from the war and that the collapse of Britain, for example, would force it to withdraw its occupation forces from Germany, leaving the United States “isolated in Europe, face to face with the Russians.” To prevent such an ominous prospect, he wrote, “political and economic measures on a scale which no responsible statesman has yet ventured to hint at will be needed in the next year or two.”16

Billions of dollars had already been channeled into Europe through the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), a British loan, and Greek-Turkish aid, but the economic problems left by World War II could not be solved by emergency stopgap relief. So serious was the situation in France, for example, that the State Department privately sent John Foster Dulles, a prominent Republican and future secretary of state, to assess the possibility of a civil war between the communists and supporters of General Charles de Gaulle, who was then making a bid for political power. Finding France torn by strikes, sabotage, and political turmoil, Dulles concluded that prompt economic aid was essential to the future of France and a secure and free Europe.17

Other strands of an assistance program began to be drawn together. In mid-May, former prime minister Winston Churchill, speaking in London, described Europe’s broken and ravaged condition and declared that only in unity could the Continent achieve security from aggression, economic wellbeing, and protection of a common culture. About the same time, Undersecretary of State Will Clayton, returning home after six weeks in Europe, wrote an urgent memorandum to President Truman stating that “without further prompt and substantial aid from the United States, economic, social and political disintegration will overwhelm Europe,” with “awful implications … for the future peace and security of the world.”18

State Department and other administration officials were agreed that if the United States did not act, and soon, Western Europe would become an overriding economic, political, and strategic problem. And so Secretary of State George Marshall accepted an invitation to speak at Harvard’s commencement exercises on June 5, 1947. His brief speech, barely ten minutes long, outlined his proposal for European economic recovery, which committed America to a policy of economic and political solidarity with other nations and thereby saved Western Europe.

Vandenberg described Marshall’s Harvard address as a “shot heard ’round the world,” but he knew that it fell on many deaf ears in a Republican Congress dedicated to reducing taxes and cutting government spending. There was, for example, strong apprehension among some members that American goods would be removed from the domestic market for foreign consumption and that a successful aid program would serve only to increase foreign competition for American business. It was not as irrational a concern as it might seem to us today. America, and indeed no other nation in history, had ever before attempted so formidable an assistance program to former allies and adversaries. Wisely, the administration did not press for immediate action.

The president knew as well that if the program were named after him, it would not be approved by the Eigthtieth Congress; bipartisanship could be stretched only so far. White House aide George Elsey recalled that Truman was among the first to insist that it be called not the Truman Plan but the Marshall Plan, after the widely respected secretary of state. He also urged that the key congressional figures advocating the plan be either Republicans or noncontroversial Democrats. The best politics, the White House decided, was to play no politics.19

For their part, congressional Republicans thought that the best politics for them was to deliver on their 1946 campaign promises. But they were puzzled by the lack of public enthusiasm and approval for their record in the first half of the Eightieth Congress. They had reduced spending to a far greater extent than any other Congress in recent history. They had sought a tax cut and would have prevailed in 1947, except for presidential vetoes. And they had passed the historic Taft-Hartley Act in response to the expressed wishes of a majority of the American people. Yet as Human Events pointed out, “There has been little evidence of public gratitude.”20 Furthermore, the leader most closely associated with Congress’s performance, Robert Taft, saw his popularity as a potential presidential candidate wane steadily as the session went on.

Of particular significance was the tax bill. Until Truman wielded his veto pen, only one president in American history—Franklin D. Roosevelt—had ever vetoed a tax measure. Since the founding of the Republic, taxing power had rested with the legislative branch. Here was a fundamental principle tied to legislation immediately benefiting the American people. “Yet the electorate failed to exert sufficient pressure to obtain the comparatively few additional votes [needed] for repassage over the veto,” observed Human Events.21

Why? Because the mass media of the day—the press and radio—did not urge approval of the tax cut. Because no “Emergency Citizens Committee for Tax Reduction” flooded congressional offices with telegrams and letters. And because Republican congressional leaders, from Taft to House Speaker Joe Martin, failed to go to the people and ask for their help in overriding President Truman’s veto.

“The truth,” wrote Frank Hanighen in Human Events, “is that we have not an effective nongovernmental process here at home to make the public attitude intelligible to its representatives, and vice versa.”22 In other words, no effective national conservative movement existed.

In its absence, Governor Thomas E. Dewey of New York, the favorite of the powerful eastern liberal establishment, rather than Senator Taft of Ohio, the champion of the party’s traditional wing, continued to gain as the GOP’s likely nominee in 1948. Dewey’s strength had grown steadily since his reelection as governor of the most populous state in the Union the previous November. His radio address on election night in 1946, reported Human Events, “sent cold shivers down the spines of Taft people. It was smart, modest, well-phrased and … well delivered.” As of now, concluded the conservative weekly, “Dewey’s in the lead.”23

The most serious threat to the European Recovery Program (as the Marshall Plan was officially known) came from congressional “revisionists” who objected to the size of the authorization ($5.3 billion), the possibility that the Soviet Union and its allies would benefit through the revival of East-West trade, and the support of what they described as “socialist governments” in Western Europe. They centered their hopes on the Taft amendment to cut the first-year authorization to $4 billion. This amendment, rejected 56 to 31 in March 1948, represented the high mark of Senate opposition to foreign aid in the Eightieth Congress.

Republican opponents had also drawn strength from the carefully measured criticism of President Hoover, invited by Vandenberg to be the first witness before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in January. Acceding to the admonitions of his physician to limit his public appearances, the seventy-four-year-old Hoover instead submitted a memorandum to the Senate committee, which was subsequently released to the press. Hoover began by saying that America should of course aid Western Europe because “the spiritual character of the American people” had always led them to help those in great need, “even to the extent of personal self-denial”; because it was of “vital importance” to stimulate “the economic and political unity of Western Europe” and thereby defeat “Communism in Western Europe”; and because it “builds for peace in the world.”24

But, the former president conceded, there were inherent “dangers” in the project, including the possible political-economic failure of Western Europe and the acceleration of serious inflationary pressures in America that would “destroy” the one remaining source of aid to “a world in chaos.” Since “we must take some risks,” however, Hoover suggested certain modifications and safeguards in the proposed legislation on everything from organization and scope to the length of the program and its financing.25

The man who had been in charge of aid to war-torn Europe after World War I proposed that the program’s administration be bipartisan and not exclusively governmental. And so it was: the first head of the Economic Cooperation Administration (established outside the State Department) was a Republican: Paul Hoffman, president of the Studebaker Corporation and chairman of the board of the Committee for Economic Development. Next, Hoover urged that aid not be limited to Western Europe, arguing that “the front against Communism lies not alone in Europe; it stretches through Latin America and Asia.”26 The result was that the final bill included more than $450 million for China.

Hoover strongly opposed the Truman administration’s four-year authorization of $17 billion, suggesting instead that the program be limited to fifteen months. After all, he pointed out, “we cannot even hazard what the export and financial possibilities of the United States will be for more than a year in advance.” Even a “moral commitment” to a four-year program was “unwise,” Hoover argued. We cannot, he said, “enforce ideas upon other self-governing peoples and we should keep ourselves entirely free to end our efforts without recrimination.”27 Hoover’s common sense prevailed: Congress passed a fifteen-month appropriation of $5 billion.

Finally, and almost laconically, the former president suggested that Congress be honest with itself and the American people and distinguish between loans and gifts. The bulk of American assistance, approximately $3 billion in food and other relief over fifteen months, was really a “gift,” which neither the recipient nor the donor should expect would be repaid. Gifts, Hoover pointed out, would enable the participating countries “to use their exports to pay for other goods in their programs.”28 So great was Hoover’s reputation in the field of relief and so practical his suggestions that Congress made a clear distinction between loans and grants in the European Recovery Program.

Hoover did not limit his role in the Marshall Plan debate to written memoranda. He conducted an extensive correspondence with key members of the Senate and House, including Vandenberg, Taft, Congressman Christian Herter of Connecticut, a key House floor leader, and John Taber, the choleric chairman of the House Appropriations Committee. In March 1948, after two months of congressional hearings and debate, Hoover formally endorsed the program as “a major dam against Russian aggression.”29

Historian Richard Norton Smith says that the Marshall Plan bore only “a few of [Hoover’s] fingerprints.” But the plan’s final language suggests that Republican leaders used most of Hoover’s ideas both to make it more acceptable to skeptics and to secure final passage.

Taking his lead from Hoover, Taft did not oppose the Marshall Plan in toto, but tried to trim its size. His position was not “isolationist,” as friends on the Right and critics on the Left claimed, but pragmatic and anticommunist, as can be readily seen in these remarks:

I am in favor of giving aid to the countries of western Europe, but only for specific programs clearly necessary for subsistence, or clearly helpful in increasing their production, especially for export. I am strongly opposed to committing ourselves to any overall global plan to make up some theoretical deficiency in exports and to making any moral commitment beyond the amount authorized for the first year.

I am in favor of extending further aid to the countries of western Europe beyond the demands of charity only because of the effect our aid may have in the battle against communism.30

The last sentence rendered the heart of his argument. The program was politically justified because of “the battle against communism.”

Vandenberg was also firmly anticommunist, but he regarded the Marshall Plan as a prime product of bipartisanship and American statesmanship. Republicans paid a high political price for their patriotism. By collaborating with the Democrats in approving the European Recovery Program and the largest peacetime foreign aid budget in U.S. history, they deprived themselves of an important campaign issue—Fair Deal spending overseas—and gave the Truman administration its major success in foreign policy.

Taft never shared Vandenberg’s enthusiasm for bipartisanship; he was first, last, and always a Republican. Nevertheless, he supported both the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan because America was engaged in an ideological battle of freedom against communism—of justice, equality, and liberty against “a totalitarian state.” He anticipated that U.S. aid would “increase the morale” of those fighting communism, and thus supported its adoption without delay.31

And he meant it. As the GOP’s national convention drew near, House and Senate conferees continued to battle over the specific amount of aid to such an extent that the European Recovery Program seemed to be in jeopardy. At this point, a grim Taft threatened to hold Congress in session until its “moral commitment” had been met and an appropriation passed. Recalcitrant House conferences surrendered, and on June 20, 1948, the European Recovery Program was approved by both houses, a tribute to Vandenberg’s legislative skill and Taft’s carefully timed bluntness.32

Communism closer to home was also on the minds of many members of Congress. In July 1947, the Truman administration admitted to Congress that an estimated 3,181 federal workers were “disloyal” to the government and should be removed from their jobs. These alleged subversives were in addition to the 1,313 already discharged on findings of disloyalty, civil service commissioner Arthur S. Flemming told the House Appropriations Committee. Flemming based the estimate on his judgment that a loyalty check of 1,466,000 federal employees would discover “derogatory information on loyalty” about 29,000 of them. And about 11 percent of those, or 3,181, he asserted, would warrant an “ineligibility rating.”

At about the same time, Congress was also informed that eight hundred disloyal employees had been fired in the nine-month period ending March 31. These people were included in Flemming’s figure of 1,313 who had been discharged for disloyalty from July 1, 1940, through March 31, 1947. Committee members, according to the Chicago Tribune, noted that Flemming’s figures indicated that at least 4,500 “enemies of the United States” were actually in its employ during World War II.

Congressman Frank B. Keefe (R-Wisconsin) recalled that charges by the House Committee on Un-American Activities that “thousands” of communists had penetrated the government had been ridiculed and denounced as “red baiting” by President Roosevelt and his aides.33 The man in charge of the civil service for the Truman administration had now provided corroboration of the committee’s charges. The “red baiting,” it appeared, had come from the White House, not Congress.

An emboldened House Committee on Un-American Activities decided to examine the extent of communist influence in the most popular medium in America: the movies. Preliminary investigation revealed that procommunist writers, actors, and directors had reached their greatest power during World War II with the help of a federal government eager to “encourage” Soviet Russia with films depicting communism in the most favorable light, like the 1943 release Song of Russia, starring Robert Taylor.34

Communists were also interested in controlling those who worked behind the camera: the lighting, sound, editing, and other technicians whose contributions were essential to the completion of a film. One of their favorite tactics was the work stoppage. Indeed, serious strikes had begun in Hollywood even before the end of World War II as procommunist and noncommunist unions fought for jurisdiction over a $5 billion-a-year business. Between 1945 and 1947, half a dozen major strikes hit the film capital.

In October 1947, two prominent producers, Sam Wood and Jack L. Warner, appeared before the House Committee on Un-American Activities and charged that communists had “invaded” the film colony. Wood said bluntly that “these people take their orders from Soviet Russia.” He emphasized that “all but a few hundred of the 35,000 workers in the motion picture industry are loyal, patriotic Americans, but their loyalty is being misrepresented and threatened by a tight, disciplined group of Communist party members and party liners who have worked incessantly to gain control of the unions and guilds in Hollywood in the last ten years.”35

The hearings were held amid the glitter and glare of a Hollywood first night. About five hundred spectators were admitted to seats after one hundred newspapermen, seventy-five motion picture cameramen, photographers, radio announcers, and a television crew had found their places. The efforts of a relatively small group of film writers and directors to propagandize the American people on behalf of communism were carefully detailed.

Film star Gary Cooper, his shy grin and slow drawl both in evidence, revealed that he had refused to act in “quite a few” communist-tainted films. “I remember one,” he said, “which had a leading character whose life ambition was to organize an army of soldiers who would never fight to defend their country. That was enough to me to send it back.” He recalled remarks at Hollywood parties about the U.S. Constitution’s being “150 years out of date” and that “the government would be more efficient without a Congress.”36

Leo McCarey, who directed the box office successes Going My Way and The Bells of St. Mary’s, was asked if those pictures were also popular in the Soviet Union. “They weren’t permitted,” responded McCarey. “There was a character in there the Russians don’t like.” “Who was that—Bing Crosby?” asked Robert Stripling, the committee’s staff director. “No,” said McCarey simply, “God.”37

Another witness was the handsome young president of the Screen Actors Guild. Ronald Reagan, resplendent in a cream-colored suit and rust-colored suede shoes, insisted that unlike the writers, Hollywood actors were not dominated by communists. But there was a “dangerous,” disciplined minority whose frequent weapon was character assassination. George Murphy, a past president of the actors guild, said that he and Reagan had been labeled “scabs” and “fascists” because of their efforts to settle strikes.38

Explaining that many in Hollywood had been lured into communist-front organizations through subterfuge, Reagan told of agreeing to sponsor a meeting supposedly held to raise funds for a hospital. He later learned that the meeting was under the supervision of the Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee, a communist front. Procommunist speakers, including the singer Paul Robeson, made speeches, and a large sum was collected. At least fifty film celebrities had been deceived into lending their names to the affair, Reagan reported.39

Fellow Hollywood actor Sterling Hayden, who had briefly been a member of the Communist party, later testified that efforts to persuade a group of film actors and actresses to support a communist-led strike in Hollywood ran into a “one-man battalion named Ronald Reagan.” The communists’ efforts were defeated.40

The House committee also produced as an expert witness Mrs. Frank O’Connor, who, under the pen name of Ayn Rand, wrote The Fountainhead, a best-selling novel that had been made into a film starring Gary Cooper. Rand had lived in Russia under the communists until 1926, when her family moved to the United States.

“I have seen and analyzed Song of Russia,” said the writer, “and it is communist propaganda so strong that it made me sick. It furnishes an utterly distorted picture of Russian life which could only be designed to deceive the American people. It shows a happy prosperous Russian people when the reality is that of a terror-stricken people constantly wondering where the next meal is coming from.”41

By the end of the hearings, chairman J. Parnell Thomas (R-New Jersey) announced that the committee had been able to identify ten people prominent in Hollywood as members of the Communist party, a group that quickly became known as the “Hollywood Ten.” The battle against domestic communism had been joined.

The White House was also concerned with communist influence, but for its own reasons. On March 21, 1947, President Truman signed Executive Order No. 9835, which established the Federal Employee Loyalty and Security Program. Truman biographer David McCullough states that the president had “misgivings” about the program, saying he wanted “no NKVD [Soviet secret police] or Gestapo in this country.”42 But Truman nevertheless approved the executive order because he had his eye on the 1948 election and did not want any accusations of “administration softness on communism at home” just as he was “calling for a new hard approach to communism abroad.” “It was a political problem,” Clark Clifford explained to a reporter many years later. “Truman was going to run in ’48, and that was it.”43

But although Clifford and other liberals denied it, there was a serious domestic problem that went far beyond presidential politics. The mother of all congressional investigations into subversion erupted in August 1948 when a portly, graying, rumpled magazine editor revealed to the House Committee on Un-American Activities that he had been an underground agent for the Soviet Union in the 1930s. Among those who belonged to the same Washington communist cell, stated Whittaker Chambers, was Alger Hiss, a former assistant to the secretary of state and the general secretary of the United Nations Conference at San Francisco in 1945, who was now president of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.

Chambers had broken with the Communist party in 1937 but remained silent about his espionage activities until the Hitler-Stalin Pact of June 1939. Two days later, he went to Washington and, through the assistance of journalist-biographer Isaac Don Levine, met with Adolph Berle, known as President Roosevelt’s “intelligence man.” Chambers named six men, including Alger Hiss, as “communist agents.”

“Berle was excited,” recalled Chambers. “He said, ‘We absolutely must have a clean government service—we are faced with the prospect of war.’ I was naive enough,” admitted Chambers, “to expect that action would be taken right away. A great deal later, I learned that nothing had been done.”44

With Whittaker Chambers’s reluctant appearance before the House Committee on Un-American Activities in the summer of 1948, the lives of all those concerned would be changed irrevocably, as would the politics of America and the conservative movement.

If Hiss was innocent, then anticommunism—and those closely associated with it—would be dealt a deadly and probably fatal blow. If Hiss was guilty, anticommunism would become a permanent part of the national political landscape, and its leaders would be heroes to millions.

In the summer of 1948, one man whose political fate seemed settled, and not happily, was President Truman. Since the Republican victory in 1946, every public opinion poll had come to the same conclusion: If Truman ran for the presidency, he would be soundly defeated. Gallup reported that between October 1947 and March 1948, the percentage of Americans who thought the president was doing a good job had declined steadily and was now down to 36 percent. If he ran, he would lose to every prospective Republican candidate, although not by much: in January 1948, Dewey led Truman by only 46 percent to 41 percent. Many Americans were afraid of an economic turndown, political historian Michael Barone wrote, and were convinced that if it came, “the Democrats would handle the situation better.”45

While Truman pondered whether he should run (going so far as to suggest to General Dwight Eisenhower that if the wartime hero ran on the Democratic ticket, he would be happy to be his running mate), White House aides Clark Clifford and James Rowe gave their boss a thirty-five-page reelection memorandum. They insisted that Truman had compiled a good liberal record, supporting civil rights for blacks and a Zionist state for Jews and vetoing the Taft-Hartley Act and other “antilabor” bills. In so doing, he had appealed to three key voting blocs of the New Deal coalition that had won four straight presidential elections for FDR. Furthermore, Truman’s enlightened proposals for a large housing program and the use of social security for medical care for the aged had been rejected by Republican “reactionaries” like Robert Taft and Joseph Martin. The strategy was clear: Truman could win if he ran as a liberal populist against the elitist Eightieth Congress.

But the president would also have to contend with serious challenges within his own party. Henry Wallace, FDR’s former vice president and secretary of agriculture in the Truman administration until the president had been forced to fire him for his pro-Soviet remarks, had announced he would run for the presidency as the candidate of the far-left Progressive party. And a delegation of southern governors, led by Strom Thurmond of South Carolina, prepared to secede from the Democratic party and back a southern candidate, which guaranteed a four-way race in 1948.

Among the influential Democrats vowing to dump Truman were Elliott Roosevelt, FDR’s son; Senator Claude Pepper of Florida; President Walter Reuther of the United Auto Workers; and Mayor Hubert Humphrey of Minneapolis. Among those who stuck with Truman was prominent Hollywood Democrat Ronald Reagan, who campaigned vigorously for the president that fall. But the anti-Truman boomlet within the Democratic party collapsed when the CIO took a firm stand against Wallace’s third-party candidacy, and General Eisenhower refused to accept the nomination.

Meanwhile, confident Republicans assembled in Philadelphia for their national convention in June so convinced they would win the presidency that they generously left their flags and bunting in place for the cash-strapped Democrats, who would be meeting in the same convention hall in a couple of weeks.46

The almost certain GOP candidate was not the bespectacled Ohio senator who had led the Eightieth Congress through two productive years in Washington, but the mustached New York governor who had given Roosevelt a surprisingly close race in 1944. The reasons for the Republican tilt toward Dewey were several.

First, as Taft biographer James T. Patterson points out, the senator’s delegate strength was “heavily sectional,” concentrated in the Midwest and the South. A more crucial handicap was the widespread feeling among Republicans that Taft “could not match Dewey as a vote getter.”47 (An oft-repeated line among Republicans was “Taft Can’t Win.”)

Moreover, Taft had little charisma and dismissed almost every effort at image making. Ed Lahey, a Chicago Daily News political reporter who had come to admire Taft for his intellectual capacity and political honesty, commented that the senator was “a complete washout in the field of public relations. He won’t truckle. He won’t explain, he won’t polish apples with any group.”48 And at this point, there was no national conservative movement that might have compensated for Taft’s lack of personal appeal with organizational muscle to ensure, for example, that conservatives turned out for Taft in key primaries and at local caucuses and state conventions.

Even Taft’s widely praised leadership of the Eightieth Congress worked against him. In early June 1948, just weeks before the Republican convention, President Truman took to the rails for an official, “nonpolitical” tour across America. He spent most of his time excoriating the Republicans and their champion Bob Taft for not being interested “in the welfare of the common everyday man.” The Eightieth Congress, Truman cried, was “the worst in history.” He asked the large, friendly crowds that turned out, “Are the special privilege boys going to run the country, or are the people going to run it?” Over and over he quoted a Taft line that people ought “to eat less” to bring down food prices. At least, went the joke, Marie Antoinette had told the French masses to eat cake, but Taft counseled people to starve.49

It was grossly unfair and fiercely partisan, but it foretold what the president would say in the fall if Bob Taft were his opponent. Didn’t it make sense, reasoned Republicans, to go with Dewey, who was ahead of Taft and every other Republican in the polls? The general feeling within the party was that Dewey had earned the nomination by reason of his strong showing against the formidable FDR in 1944, when he received almost 46 percent of the popular vote. And Dewey was careful in 1948 to present himself as the candidate of the center between Governor Harold Stassen of Minnesota on the Left and Senator Taft on the Right. Dewey offered a way for Republicans to play it safe.

In the end, Republicans cast their lot with the man who, though he looked like “the little man on the wedding cake” (in Alice Roosevelt Longworth’s memorable phrase) was nevertheless beating Truman in all the polls. At the Philadelphia convention, Dewey led Taft by nearly two to one on the first two ballots. On the third ballot, bowing to what he called “simple arithmetic,” the senator from Ohio withdrew from the race, and the convention unanimously chose Dewey, who was expected to breeze to victory in November.

But what Taft, Dewey, the Republican party, the press, the pollsters, and almost every other political expert failed to reckon with was the iron will and searing rhetoric of Harry Truman. For thirty-three days, a railroad Pullman car named the Ferdinand Magellan served as the campaign headquarters and White House on wheels for Truman and his political team as they engineered the biggest upset in modern American political history. Although historians have made much of Truman’s salty speech, his amazing stamina, and his serene conviction that he would win, they downplay a crucial fact: Truman presented to the electorate what can only be described as a deliberately false and mean distortion of the truth about Dewey, Taft, Hoover, Republicans in general, and the so-called do-nothing Eightieth Congress.

He gleefully smeared Dewey, charging that a vote for the New Yorker was “a vote for fascism.” He mocked Taft as a “mossback still living back in 1890.” He demonized Herbert Hoover, conjuring up “the dark days of 1932” with constant references to “Hoovervilles,” “people crying for jobs,” and “farmers marching on Washington.” From the first day of campaigning, he described Republicans as “gluttons of privilege … cold men … cunning men,” the captives of “big business and the special interests.” And he blamed the Eightieth Congress for the high cost of living, for passing a “rich man’s tax bill,” and for voting against a civil rights bill.50

In Chicago, Truman went off the rhetorical chart by comparing the “powerful forces” behind the Republican party to the interests that raised Hitler, Mussolini, and Tojo to power. He said that what happened in Germany, Italy, and Japan “could happen here” if the “evil forces” working through the Republicans triumphed. In Cleveland, he stunned his audience by suggesting that the communists were hoping for a Republican victory: “The Communists believe that a Republican victory means a weak United States, and that is exactly what I think…. But I’m going to beat them and there won’t be a weak United States.”51

In New York City, he accused the Hoover administration of making “a complete and ruinous mess of the country…. The Democrats saved America.” In Boston, he referred to the Republican opposition as “totally un-American,” to the Republican platform as the “most hypocritical, deceitful document in history,” and to the “unholy alliance” of Republicans and communists.52

Taft urged fighting fire with fire. “The only way to handle Truman,” he said, “was to hit [him] every time he opened his mouth.” But Dewey listened to the reassuring experts around him, talked to confident party operatives across the country, read the polls that had him in the lead, and kept to the high road. He told Taft that over the years he had found that when he got into controversies, he lost votes—“an observation Taft thought disgraceful,” according to historian David McCullough.53

Had he wanted to, Dewey could have easily exposed Truman’s charges. It was the “do-nothing” Eightieth Congress, after all, that had overwhelmingly passed the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan. The much-criticized Taft-Hartley Act had been supported by a majority of Truman’s own party in the House. The tax reduction legislation that Truman dismissed as a “rich man’s tax bill” had removed 7.5 million people in the lower brackets from the tax rolls. And “Evil Wall Street” was well represented within the Democratic party by such prominent and wealthy figures as Averill Harriman, Robert Lovett, and James Forrestal.

As for the grotesque suggestion that he was a “fascist,” Dewey’s record proved that he was a moderate Republican who backed aid to Greece and Western Europe, believed in a strong national defense, wanted further progress in civil rights, and had supported the recognition of Israel. Taft held similar positions on these defining issues.

Also at fault was the press, which for the most part simply reported Truman’s misrepresentations without comment or context. In those days, the great majority of reporters hewed to a standard of objectivity that precluded editorializing in the news columns. It was up to the opposition, not the press, to set the record straight. And besides, everyone knew Truman was going to lose, so what difference did it make what he said?

Republicans shrugged off the Truman attacks and kept making plans for their first presidential inauguration in twenty years. Although Dewey uneasily noted the large, enthusiastic crowds that turned out at every stop for Truman, he stuck to his mind-numbing message of “constructive change”—and lost.

Truman’s victory was the most unexpected electoral triumph in modern political history. The president received 24,105,587 votes (49.5 percent) to Dewey’s 21,970,017 votes (45.1 percent). Strom Thurmond and Henry Wallace finished far behind, each garnering fewer than 1.2 million votes. In the electoral college, the tally was Truman 303, Dewey 189, Thurmond 38, and Wallace 0.

Truman carried California, Ohio, and Illinois by less than one percentage point. A shift of thirty thousand votes in those states would have given Dewey an electoral victory. Truman credited organized labor with providing the winning margin. But it was the Republicans’ failure to respond to the president’s wild campaign charges that prepared the way for the political “miracle.” It was also true that times were good: the economy was expanding, employment was high, and inflation was low. As James Reston of the New York Times noted, “The people had seldom if ever turned against the administration in power at such a time.”54

Truman swept in Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress, 54 to 42 in the Senate and 263 to 171 in the House. One defeated Republican, representing a western district that was two-thirds rural and one-third urban, told Frank Hanighen that normally supportive farmers stayed away from the polls in large numbers. They were either “discontented with the Congressman,” who had been cool toward price supports and outspoken against the Rural Electrification Administration, or “chilly toward Mr. Dewey.”55

Would the outcome have been the same if Taft, and not Dewey, had been the Republican presidential candidate? Perhaps, but Taft would have responded quickly and forcefully to every one of Truman’s demagogic outbursts. There would have been no free ride for the president in a Truman-Taft race. And Republicans would not have been mesmerized by a false hubris with a Taft-led ticket but would have labored mightily right down to election day. As it was, the GOP turnout was a disappointing 21.9 million, fewer than the 22 million who voted in 1944 and far under the 339 million who would back Eisenhower in 1952.

There is also convincing evidence that the Republican candidate the Democrats most feared in 1948 was Taft. Robert Hennegan, chairman of the Democratic National Committee, reportedly said prior to the national conventions, “If the Republicans were smart, they’d run Taft. He’d make a better candidate and would probably be harder for us to beat because he would fight harder…. Dewey will be ‘me too’ all over again.”56

Even a veteran Democratic strategist like Harold Ickes knew who would have been the more formidable candidate, remarking that the Republicans “sent in a batboy with the bases full and only one run needed. They could have sent in their Babe Ruth—Bob Taft.”57 Taft himself agreed, telling friends, “I could have won the election if nominated.”58

As disappointed and angry as they were about the outcome, conservatives reassured themselves that certainly the Republican party had learned an important lesson: It would not—it could not—nominate again a candidate who failed to carry the campaign to the opposition or take decisive stands on the issues. There was every reason to believe that Bob Taft would be the presidential nominee in 1952. He had led the fight against big government, and he understood the evil of America’s most serious enemy, communism.

The Chicago Tribune editorialized: “After this experience, we may hope the Republicans have learned their lesson. If the same forces control the next Republican convention the party is finished and the millions of patriotic men and women who have looked to it for leadership will have to look elsewhere.”59
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