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    Preface




    ON SEPTEMBER 11, 2001, Australian Prime Minister John Howard was in Washington. He had come to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the USA—Australia defense alliance and to lobby for a free trade deal between the two nations. At a barbeque two days earlier, the US Interior Secretary had presented him with a fireman’s axe, in recognition of the Australian firefighters who had helped battle wildfires earlier that year in the American West. On Wednesday, September 12, he was to address a joint session of Congress, the first Australian prime minister to do so in thirteen years.1




    When the terrorists struck, Howard was hustled from his hotel, near the Pentagon, to a bunker inside the Australian embassy. His speech to Congress was cancelled, and he was flown by US air force jets to Hawaii, where an Australian airliner took him home. “Of all of the events that I have been in any way touched by in the twenty-seven years that I’ve been in public life,” he declared, “none has had a more profound impact on me than this.” On September 14, the defense treaty that Howard had come to Washington to commemorate was invoked for the first time.




    In the weeks and months that followed, America and Australia were joined by a common danger and a common purpose. In his first public message after 9/11, Osama bin Laden cited Australia as a potential target. A year later, his henchmen made good on the threat, murdering 202 people, including 88 Australians, in Bali. In the years since, Australian and American troops have fought side by side in Afghanistan and Iraq. The USA—Australia free trade deal has become a reality. And Howard has returned to the United States seven times, in 2002 giving the address to Congress that was postponed on September 12, 2001.




    For Howard and George W. Bush, who have become close political allies, the common purpose remains. But in their nations more broadly, it has withered, drained by the sense that both men have failed the intellectual and moral challenges of that fateful day. Australians have watched one of their own, David Hicks, enmeshed in an American anti-terror machinery that flouts due process, international law and basic decency. On global warming, they have seen not just American indifference, but active opposition to international agreements aimed at mitigating the looming catastrophe. On Iraq, many Australians feel misled and betrayed, not only by their own government, but by the United States, which made support for a reckless war the test of post-9/11 solidarity.




    More than six years after the attacks, the common threat from jihadist terror remains. But instead of common purpose, there is a common weariness and cynicism. Growing numbers of Americans consider the Islamic world inscrutable and irredeemable, and want the United States to turn inward and bind domestic wounds. Many Australians—like many across the globe—would welcome that prospect, since they consider the United States more of a threat to international peace and freedom than their champion. With elections approaching in both countries, conservative dominance may be coming to an end, giving the left its best chance in decades to craft a new political consensus. And yet left-of-centre governments may inherit nations so exhausted and embittered that they will oppose any ambitious foreign policy initiatives, especially when it comes to that badly tarnished notion: the struggle against violent jihad.




    This book is a response to that opportunity and that danger. It is an argument for a different American foreign policy, based on a different vision of America. It draws on the American liberal tradition, the tradition of Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, Reinhold Niebuhr and Martin Luther King, a tradition largely forgotten in the Washington of today. In many ways, that tradition is idiosyncratically American. But at times, it has inspired people across the world in a way that George W. Bush never could, because it envisions a global democratic struggle that includes, rather than exempts, the struggle against America’s own injustice and oppression. Americans, in this view, can be as corrupted by unrestrained power as any other people in the world, and it is the Bush administration’s refusal to acknowledge that—indeed, its obsessive fear that any recognition of American imperfection will undermine the self-confidence required to survive in a hostile world—that has paved the way to Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib. Rather than denying American fallibility, the liberal tradition sees it as the precondition for American moral leadership in the world.




    At its best, this was the liberal project during the early cold war, when liberals saw America’s struggle against racism as crucial to its struggle against the Soviet Union, because only by extending freedom at home could the United States find genuine solidarity with people opposing totalitarianism around the world. And it is the best hope for recasting the battle against jihadist terror, which evoked so much sympathy in the days after September 11 and evokes so much scorn today. The war on terror, which the Bush administration has taken as a license to torture, must instead spur higher standards of humane treatment and due process, because in a war for hearts and minds, public diplomacy is less about what America says than what it does. And the war on terror must be embedded in a broader vision of democracy and development, because jihadist terror is only one of the pathologies that failing states spawn. When America focuses on terror alone, using primarily military means, it fuels repression and weakens civil society. But by supporting education, economic growth and the rule of law, America can show a different face to the embattled democrats of the Islamic world, and help alleviate the conditions that fuel international jihad.




    The years since 9/11 have seen so much American recklessness and so much stupidity that it is sometimes hard to even remember the hope, solidarity and resolve that Americans and Australians once shared. But the months and years to come may bring new leaders to both countries, and with them, the chance to resurrect a different vision, which links the fight against the evil of terrorism to the fight against the evil in our own societies and in our selves. The coming moment must not—cannot—be lost. And it is in hopes of contributing to it that I wrote this book.




    Peter Beinart




    May 2007




    1 Joseph M. Siracusa, “John Howard, Australia and the Coalition of the Willing,” Tale Journal of International Affairs, Winter/Spring 2006, p. 39.


  




  

    Introduction




    THIS IS A book about American liberalism, a political tradition so reviled that its adherents dare not speak its name. Sometime in the 1960s, conservatives began using “liberal” as an epithet, and after a while, liberals gave up trying to defend its honor. When pressed for a self-description today, many prominent liberals choose “progressive.” And then they explain that they don’t like labels.




    There’s no shame in ideological change. In its modern American context, liberalism—the belief that government should intervene in society to solve problems that individuals cannot solve alone—began with Franklin Roosevelt. Progressivism has older roots and different emphases. But yesterday’s liberals haven’t become today’s progressives to evoke a different intellectual tradition; they have become progressives to escape intellectual tradition. With the flip of a label, they have cast off decades of disappointment and failure. Unburdened by the past, they can now define themselves on their own terms.




    Except that they cannot define themselves, precisely because they are unburdened by the past. Progressives want to tell a story about what they believe—something large and unifying, something that explains their creed to the nation and to themselves. But such stories are not born in test tubes; they are less invented than inherited. Before today’s progressives can conquer their ideological weakness, they must first conquer their ideological amnesia.




    What they need to remember, above all, is the cold war. Bill Clinton—by defusing racially saturated issues like welfare and crime, and wisely managing the economy—restored public faith in government action. But he did so at a time when the United States had turned in on itself, when international threats no longer shaped national identity. Today’s political environment is more like the one that stretched from the late 1940s through the late 1980s, when debates about America were interwoven with debates about America’s role in the world. And in this environment, conservatives have a crucial advantage: they have a usable past. Ask any junior-level conservative activist about the cold war, and she can recite the catechism: how liberals lost their nerve in Vietnam and America sank into self-doubt until Ronald Reagan restored America’s confidence and overthrew the evil empire. Since September 11, conservatives have turned that storyline into a grand analogy: the Middle East is Eastern Europe, George W. Bush is Ronald Reagan, Tony Blair is Margaret Thatcher, the appeasing French are the appeasing French. And running through this updated narrative is the same core principle that animated conservative foreign policy throughout the cold war: other countries are cynical and selfish, but the United States is inherently good. The more Americans believe in their own virtue, the stronger they will be.




    Liberals have mocked the simplicity of this vision. They have derided the Bush administration’s foreign policy by analogy, and its often tenuous grasp—and promiscuous rearranging—of the facts at hand. But while liberals pride themselves on their empiricism, that empiricism is no match for a narrative of the present based upon a memory of the past. When liberals finally got their shot at George W. Bush in 2004, it turned out that Americans didn’t much care which candidate could recite his six-point plan for safeguarding loose nuclear material. They gravitated to the man with a vision of national greatness in a threatening world, something liberals have not had in a very long time.




    THE ARGUMENT OF this book is that there is such a liberal vision, and today’s progressives can find it in the heritage they have tried to escape. Its roots lie in an antique landscape, at the dawn of America’s struggle against a totalitarian foe. And it begins not with America’s need to believe in its own virtue, but with its need to make itself worthy of such belief. Around the world, the United States does that by accepting international constraints on its power. For conservatives—from John Foster Dulles to Dick Cheney—American exceptionalism means that we do not need such constraints. Our heart is pure. In the liberal vision, it is precisely our recognition that we are not angels that makes us exceptional. Because we recognize that we can be corrupted by unlimited power, we accept the restraints that empires refuse. That is why the Truman administration self-consciously shared power with America’s democratic allies, although we comprised one-half of the world’s GDP and they were on their knees. Moral humility breeds international restraint. That restraint ensures that weaker countries welcome our preeminence, and thus, that our preeminence endures. It makes us a great nation, not a predatory one.




    At home, because America realizes that it does not embody goodness, it does not grow complacent. Rather than viewing American democracy as a settled accomplishment to which others aspire, we see ourselves as engaged in our own democratic struggle, which parallels the one we support abroad. It was not the celebration of American democracy that inspired the world in the 1950s and 1960s, but America’s wrenching efforts—against McCarthyism and segregation—to give our democracy new meaning. Then, as now, the threat to national greatness stems not from self-doubt, but from self-satisfaction.




    And at home and abroad, the struggle for democracy is also a struggle for equal opportunity. For many conservatives, liberty alone is the goal, and government action to promote social justice imperils it. But for modern liberals, championing freedom around the world requires championing development, because as the architects of the Marshall Plan understood, liberty is unlikely to survive in the midst of economic despair. And liberty also relies on equal opportunity at home. Vast economic inequality and deep economic insecurity alienate Americans from their government and leave it easy prey for the forces of private interest and concentrated wealth. That undermines American democracy, and with it, American security, because it is democracy’s galvanizing power that gives America its critical advantage in long standoffs against dictatorial foes.




    This vision has sometimes divided liberals themselves. Recognizing American fallibility means recognizing that the United States cannot wield power while remaining pure. From Henry Wallace in the late 1940s to Michael Moore after September 11, some liberals have preferred inaction to the tragic reality that America must shed its moral innocence to act meaningfully in the world. If the cold war liberal tradition parts company with the right in insisting that American power cannot be good unless we recognize that it can also be evil, it parts company with the purist left in insisting that if we demand that American power be perfect, it cannot be good.




    APPLYING THAT TRADITION today is not easy. Cold war liberals developed their narrative of national greatness in the shadow of a totalitarian superpower. Today, the United States faces no such unified threat. Rather, it faces a web of dangers—from disease to environmental degradation to weapons of mass destruction—all fueled by globalization, which leaves America increasingly vulnerable to pathologies bred in distant corners of the world. And at the center of this nexis sits jihadist terrorism, a new totalitarian movement that lacks state power but harnesses the power of globalization instead.




    Recognizing that the United States again faces a totalitarian foe does not provide simple policy prescriptions, because today’s totalitarianism takes such radically different form. But it reminds us of something more basic, that liberalism does not find its enemies only on the right—a lesson sometimes forgotten in the age of George W. Bush.




    Indeed, it is because liberals so despise this president that they increasingly reject his trademark phrase, the “war on terror.” Were this just a semantic dispute, it would hardly matter; better alternatives to war on terror abound. But the rejection signifies something deeper: a turn away from the very idea that antitotalitarianism should sit at the heart of the liberal project. For too many liberals today, George W. Bush’s war on terror is the only one they can imagine. This alienation may be understandable, but that does not make it any less disastrous, for it is liberalism’s principles—even more than George W. Bush’s—that jihadism threatens. If today’s liberals cannot rouse as much passion for fighting a movement that flings acid at unveiled women as they do for taking back the Senate in 2006, they have strayed far from liberalism’s best traditions. And if they believe it is only George W. Bush who threatens America’s freedoms, they should ponder what will happen if the United States is hit with a nuclear or contagious biological attack. No matter who is president, Republican or Democrat, the reaction will make John Ashcroft look like the head of the ACLU.




    OF COURSE, LIBERAL alienation from the anti-jihadist struggle does not spring merely from alienation from George W. Bush. It also springs from deep anger over the war in Iraq.




    I supported the war because I considered it the only remaining way to prevent Saddam Hussein from obtaining a nuclear bomb. I also believed it could produce a decent, pluralistic Iraqi regime, which might help open a democratic third way in the Middle East between secular autocrats and their theocratic opponents—a third way that offered the best long-term hope for protecting the United States.




    On both counts, I was wrong. Partly, I was wrong on the facts. I could not imagine that Saddam Hussein, given his record, had abandoned his nuclear program, even as the evidence trickled out in the months before the war. And I could not imagine that the Bush administration would so utterly fail to plan for the war’s aftermath, given that they had so much riding on its success. But even more important than the facts, I was wrong on the theory. I was too quick to give up on containment, too quick to think time was on Saddam’s side. And I did not grasp the critical link between the invasion’s credibility in the world and its credibility in Iraq. I not only overestimated America’s capacities, I overestimated America’s legitimacy. As someone who had seen U.S. might deployed effectively, and on the whole benignly, in the Gulf War, the Balkans, and Afghanistan, I could not see that the morality of American power relies on the limits to American power. It is a grim irony that this book’s central argument is one I myself ignored when it was needed most. If at times in these pages I judge others for having failed to appreciate certain aspects of the liberal spirit, I do so with the keen awareness that I have not always been its most faithful custodian myself.




    IRAQ WILL HAUNT American politics for years to come. But the war on terror will likely last even longer than that. How the United States fights it will help shape the kind of country it becomes in this young century. And how liberals fight it will help determine whether liberal again becomes a label Americans wear with pride. Winning the war on terror and reviving liberalism, in other words, are two sides of the same fight. The premise of this book is that the liberal tradition provides the intellectual and moral resources necessary for victory. By rediscovering it, a new generation of American liberals can also discover ourselves.


  




  

    
1 A New Liberalism




    THE TRIP BEGAN badly. Within minutes of former vice president Henry Wallace’s arrival at the Minneapolis airport, the crowd waiting to greet him had already begun to squabble. Wallace’s aunt and uncle, who were Minnesota residents, wanted to drive their famous nephew to his hotel. But the leaders of Minnesota’s Democratic-Farmer-Labor (DFL) Party insisted that he travel in their car instead, in a show of solidarity. Communists were like that. In the transportation sweepstakes, Hubert Humphrey, the 35-year-old mayor of Minneapolis, came in a distant third. Not only was he denied the honor of ferrying the country’s leading liberal politician in his car, but the Communists didn’t even give him a seat in theirs. So he had to wait to speak to his political idol until later that night.




    Despite their differences, Humphrey revered Wallace. The younger man was jovial, corny, everybody’s best pal; the older man was mystical and introverted, a lover of humanity but rarely of those around him. But they were both Midwesterners, and they both worshipped the New Deal, seeing it not merely as a template for America, but for the entire world. At the 1944 Democratic Convention, Humphrey had unsuccessfully fought to renominate Wallace as vice president, rather than the hackish Harry Truman. On the day Franklin Roosevelt died, Humphrey poured out his soul to the man he hoped would one day be president. “I simply can’t conceal my emotions,” he wrote to Wallace. “How I wish you were at the helm.”




    Now, more than a year later, Humphrey needed Wallace’s help. Nineteen forty-six had been difficult for the young mayor. During the war, when the Minnesota left had united in a popular front, Humphrey had gotten along fine with the Communists. But now they were moving against him. In June, Communists and their allies had packed the state DFL convention in Saint Paul, choosing their own slate to run the party, and passing resolutions excoriating Truman’s new hard line toward Moscow. When Humphrey rose to speak, the crowd greeted him with cries of “fascist” and “warmonger.” He persevered, until a security guard growled, “Sit down, you son of a bitch, or I’ll knock you down.” And so, without finishing his remarks, Humphrey did.




    If things were turning ugly in Minnesota, they weren’t much better on the international stage. In February, Stalin warned that American capitalism and Soviet Communism were on a collision course. In March, Winston Churchill journeyed to Fulton, Missouri, and after an introduction by Truman, declared that “an iron curtain has descended across the Continent,” dividing Western Europe from the “police governments” to the east. Humphrey wasn’t eager for the cold war—he had hoped World War II would leave a new era of international cooperation and development in its wake. But he couldn’t ignore events in the world, and in his backyard. By the end of summer, he was condemning Soviet despotism and declaring Minnesota’s popular front dead.




    Wallace was headed the other way. In September, in a rally at Madison Square Garden, he attacked the “numerous reactionary elements” seeking to undermine “peace based on mutual trust” between the United States and the USSR. He was still in government, serving as Truman’s secretary of commerce. Yet he was contradicting Truman’s foreign policy. Eight days later, he was out of a job.




    Despite all this, Humphrey—the inveterate optimist—still believed that when he sat down with Wallace, they would see eye to eye. When they finally did, at Wallace’s hotel that night, he explained what was happening in Minnesota and pleaded for Wallace’s help in taking the party back. Wallace seemed puzzled by the talk of Communist treachery. After all, he explained, he knew only one Communist himself. Humphrey was stunned: Several open Communists had driven Wallace from the airport. Liberalism was headed for civil war and the man he once idolized would be on the other side.




    BUT IN THE fall of 1946, that civil war was still months away and Wallace was still a liberal icon. Shortly after his firing, the American left gathered in Chicago to defend their hero, denounce the growing cold war, and mobilize for November’s midterm elections. All the biggest liberal groups were there—the National Citizens Political Action Committee, the Independent Citizens Committee, the NAACP, and the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO)—for what historian Alonzo Hamby has called “one of the widest and most representative assemblies of liberals ever brought together.” The conference demanded that Truman “exert every effort” to repair the deteriorating relations between Washington and Moscow. To Wallace, it sent a special message: “Carry on with confidence that you have the support of . . . millions upon millions of Americans.”




    Liberals left Chicago giddy at their show of strength and confident about the fall campaign. In mid-October, CIO president Philip Murray, the left’s most influential labor leader, predicted that “we expect this movement to become in due course the most powerful liberal and progressive organization brought together in the history of the country.” The liberal newspaper PM exulted that “the great wave of conservatism that was supposed to sweep the country after the war is a delusion.”




    Richard Nixon knew better. In September 1945, the 32-year-old Navy lieutenant commander received a letter from a prominent banker back home in Whittier, California. The letter asked if he would like to be a candidate for Congress on the Republican ticket in 1946. Nixon quickly agreed.




    The district, California’s twelfth, was represented by a five-term liberal Democrat named Jerry Voorhis. Voorhis was hardly a Soviet apologist. In fact, he had angered Los Angeles—area Communists by criticizing Russian repression in Eastern Europe. But he did have ties to the National Citizens Political Action Committee and the CIO, and for Nixon, that was enough. Fusing the two organizations under the sinister rubric “the PAC,” he made their supposed support of Voorhis the centerpiece of his campaign. “I welcome the opposition of the PAC with its Communist principles and its huge slush fund,” proclaimed Nixon in late August. In October, a Nixon ad accused Voorhis of having voted with the “Communist-dominated PAC” forty-three out of forty-six times. In the campaign’s final days, voters across the district received the same ominous call: “This is a friend of yours. . . . But I can’t tell you who I am. Did you know that Jerry Voorhis is a Communist?”




    Nixon wasn’t unique. Across the country, conservative Republicans attacked liberal Democrats as soft on inflation, labor militancy, and perhaps most damaging of all, Communism. Charging that “a group of alien-minded radicals” had seized the Democratic Party, Tennessee congressman B. Carroll Reece called the election a “fight basically between communism and Republicanism.” The Chamber of Commerce distributed 400,000 copies of a pamphlet entitled Communist Infiltration in the United States, which painted the labor movement as a vehicle for Soviet subversion. Wallace campaigned across the country, drawing large crowds, but Democrats who accepted his support often found themselves under relentless conservative attack. Truman, his approval rating at a pitiful 32 percent by November, didn’t campaign at all. Instead, an exhausted Democratic Party tried to bolster its candidates by broadcasting Roosevelt’s old speeches.




    Two months before the election, New York Herald Tribune columnists Joseph and Stewart Alsop saw the disaster about to unfold. Liberals, they charged, “had consistently avoided the great political reality of the present: the Soviet challenge to the West.” As a result, “in the spasm of terror which will seize this country . . . it is the right—the very extreme right—which is most likely to gain victory.” A 37-year-old circuit court judge named Joseph McCarthy, on his way to a Senate seat from Wisconsin, could not have put it better himself.




    The election was a massacre. Republicans gained an astonishing thirteen seats in the Senate and fifty-five in the House, taking control of both chambers for the first time in sixteen years. Nixon cruised to victory. “Bow your heads,” wrote TRB, The New Republic’s political columnist, “conservatism has hit America.”




    ONLY ONE LIBERAL faction was not implicated in the 1946 disaster, and it was barely a faction at all. America’s four largest liberal organizations may have admitted Communists, but a fifth, the Union for Democratic Action (UDA), did not. Founded in 1941 by former socialists who favored America’s entry into World War II, the UDA was small, perpetually broke, and widely reviled for its refusal to admit Communists. With few active chapters and a mere 5,000 members, it was, admitted national director James Loeb, “the pariah of the liberal movement.”




    The UDA had already been planning a conference for early 1947, but the conservative landslide gave it new urgency and new appeal. And so on Saturday, January 4, 1947, an unexpectedly large crowd showed up at Washington’s stately Willard Hotel. Many arrived fresh from the skirmishes that heralded the coming liberal civil war. Humphrey was there. So was Michigan’s Walter Reuther, the ascetic, hard-driving 39-year-old who had seized control of the United Auto Workers the previous spring—defeating a Communist-backed faction in a race marked by barroom brawls and near-riots. From the International Ladies Garment Workers Union came David Dubinsky, who had learned his anti-Communism in a Soviet jail after organizing a bakery strike in his native Poland. From Harvard came Arthur Schlesinger Jr., not yet 30 and already in possession of a Pulitzer Prize for his history of Jacksonian America. Eleanor Roosevelt, who had grown to loathe the Soviets during her human rights work at the UN, gave the conference its New Deed bona fides. And Reinhold Niebuhr, the tall, unaffected Midwesterner widely acknowledged to be America’s leading Protestant theologian, provided the theoretical heft.




    In the famed hotel where Abraham Lincoln spent the night before his first inaugural, they altered American history. Renaming their organization Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), the men and women of the Willard committed themselves to a new liberalism. On domestic policy, as Steven Gillon notes in his history of the organization, Politics and Vision, its principles were familiar: the defense of civil liberties and the expansion of the New Deal. But on foreign policy, the ADA broke ranks, declaring its opposition to Communism overseas and its refusal to cooperate with Communists at home. It was, Loeb wrote, “a declaration of liberal independence from the stifling and paralyzing influence of Communists and their apologists in America” based upon the conviction that “no movement that maintains a double standard on the issue of human liberty can lay claim to the American liberal tradition.”




    At the heart of the ADAs new liberalism was a term that had only recently entered the American lexicon: totalitarianism. Most liberals loathed fascism, an ideology against which the United States had just fought a world war. But many saw Communism as something different—a noble dream, if flawed in practice, and a powerful ally in the fight against imperialism abroad and for economic justice at home. For the ADA, however, fascism and Communism were both totalitarian ideologies. They both sought, as Schlesinger put it in his 1949 manifesto, The Vital Center, to utterly control society, smashing all independent sources of authority in pursuit of “the unlimited domination and degradation and eventual obliteration of the individual.” They both threatened the principles liberalism held most dear.




    Many on the left greeted the ADAs founding with scorn. The CIO “deplor[ed] the division in the liberal movement.” The New York Times urged the ADA to merge with the recently formed Progressive Citizens of America (PCA), which encompassed many of the groups that had lauded Wallace in Chicago the previous September. Wallace, who since leaving the Truman administration had become editor of The New Republic, penned a column tided “The Enemy Is Not Each Other.”




    But they were missing the ADA’s essential point. For the new liberals, the enemy was each other. Critics accused the new organization of undermining liberal unity against the right, and the ADA replied that Communists actually hindered that effort by discrediting liberals. But more fundamentally, they argued that liberalism had an enemy that was not on the right. Liberalism, in Schlesinger’s phrase, stood in the “vital center” between the two great totalitarian poles of Communism and fascism. To define it merely as conservatism’s antithesis was to deny liberalism’s full moral identity.




    Over the next decade and a half, this antitotalitarian liberalism would become the dominant ideology in American public life. It would spend its first years engulfed in a civil war on the left, only to be thrown on the defensive for much of the 1950s by an emerging cold war right. But it would survive these challenges. And as a new decade began, and a new spirit took hold, it finally began to realize the vision of national greatness born at the Willard Hotel.




    AS LIBERALISM WAS being reborn, so, it seemed, was the world itself. On February 21, 1947, a British embassy official drove to the State Department, where he informed Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson that His Majesty’s government, itself under desperate economic strain, could no longer continue aiding the besieged governments of Greece and Turkey. For more than a century, Britain had been the greatest power on earth. Now, as one State Department official put it, “Great Britain had within the hour handed the job of world leadership with all its burdens and all its glory to the United States.”




    The Greek monarchy was hardly an ideal supplicant. Under assault from Communist rebels backed by the new Soviet bloc, it was not merely authoritarian, but chaotic as well. Next door, the Turkish government was three years away from its first free election. But for Truman, “imperfect democracies” were vastly superior to “totalitarianism.” And at 1:00 P.M. on March 12, in a speech carried live on radio, he called on Congress to provide economic and military aid. “At the present moment in world history,” he declared, “nearly every nation must choose between alternative ways of life. . . . One way of life is based upon the will of the majority, and is distinguished by free institutions. . . . The second way of life is based upon the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority . . . it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures.” It was the right policy clothed in a doctrine that was both stirring, and dangerously broad.




    The left was largely hostile. The pro-Wallace PGA called the aid proposal “American imperialism.” Florida senator Claude Pepper, the country’s preeminent Southern liberal, warned that the Greek insurrection had popular roots. Wallace himself said he would support the aid only if it went through the United Nations. And in the House, left-leaning California congresswoman Helen Gahagan Douglas introduced a bill to do just that.




    The ADA was torn. Some in its ranks found the prospect of arming nondemocratic governments appalling. Others agreed with Gahagan Douglas that any aid should go through the UN. But after an impassioned debate in late March, the ADA decided to support a policy that it considered flawed but necessary. And this moral realism became a hallmark of the new liberalism. Liberals like Pepper and Gahagan Douglas did not want Greece and Turkey to fall to Soviet aggression. Yet they could not bear to see the United States back faulty governments. So they urged President Truman to refer the matter to the United Nations, even though the Soviet Union’s presence on the Security Council rendered it incapable of decisive action. Schlesinger dubbed this kind of reasoning “doughface-ism.” The original doughfaces were “northern men with southern principles”—Northerners who opposed slavery but could not bring themselves to support the Civil War. Schlesinger called the Wallace liberals “democratic men with totalitarian principles.” They opposed Communism, but would not endorse practical steps to combat it, so as not to implicate themselves in a morally imperfect action. In the “doughface fantasy,” Schlesinger wrote, “one can denounce a decision without accepting the consequences of the alternative.” It is a fantasy to which liberals fall prey to this day.




    IF THE TRUMAN doctrine forced the new liberals to check their gut, the Marshall Plan spoke to their heart. In early 1947, Europe was desperate. In much of the continent, food production had still not recovered from the war. There were grave shortages of coal, and inflation was raging out of control. In April, Secretary of State George Marshall returned from a foreign ministers meeting in Moscow in a near panic. Private conversations with Stalin had left him convinced that the Russians believed several postwar West European governments would fall. Already, Communists held four ministries in France’s Fourth Republic, including defense. The “patient,” Marshall warned, “is sinking while the doctors deliberate.”




    On June 5, 1947, in a speech at Harvard’s commencement, Marshall presented America’s response: a vast aid program to help save European democracy. Marshall and Truman required the Europeans to draw up the program themselves so it would not bear the taint of U.S. imperialism. And they resisted efforts to use it as a lever to force European countries to remake their economies in America’s image. The Marshall Plan clearly served U.S. interests: America needed Europe to recover so it could once again provide a market for American goods. But the Truman administration pursued that self-interest with generosity and restraint. Above all, the Marshall Plan reflected the core liberal idea that preserving freedom requires combating economic despair. It was based, in the words of economist and ADA member John Kenneth Galbraith, “on the shrewd notion that people who are insecure, hungry, and without hope are not ardent defenders of liberal institutions or discriminating in the political systems they embrace.”




    This time it wasn’t the men and women of the Willard who stood alone; it was Wallace. The ADA championed the Marshall Plan, sponsoring a speaking tour on its behalf by Dean Acheson, briefly in private legal practice before returning to the Truman administration as secretary of state. The CIO was also sympathetic, and cheered Marshall at its annual convention. Even the Wallace-friendly magazine The Nation gave its support. Wallace himself, however, hesitated. He seemed open to the idea at first, when it appeared that the USSR and its East European clients might qualify for the aid. But when they spurned it, rejecting the requirement that recipients open their economic records, Wallace grew critical. By October, he was calling the Marshall Plan an effort to impose “reactionary governments and influence the economic system of Western Europe to the benefit of Wall Street.” “We are not loved in Europe,” he warned, “and the more we use economic pressures to intervene in European affairs, the worse we are hated.”




    Eventually, Wallace’s opposition to the Marshall Plan would be seen as the beginning of the end of his hold over American liberals. But in the spring and summer of 1947, his appeal on the left still dwarfed Truman’s. In May and June, Wallace drew 27,000 people to a PCA-sponsored rally in Los Angeles, and 20,000 to another in Chicago. His supporters not only dominated the Democratic parties in Minnesota and Oregon, but threatened to seize control in Wisconsin, California, and Washington State as well. In June, Gael Sullivan, executive director of the Democratic National Committee, informed a worried Truman administration that “There is no question that Wallace has captured the imagination of a strong segment of the American public.” Some party insiders feared the only way to head off the Wallace threat would be to put him on the ticket in 1948.




    But it was soon too late for that. In mid-December, the PCA called on Wallace to mount a third-party challenge. And in a national radio address on December 29, he answered the call. Accusing Truman of pursuing a “reactionary war policy which is dividing the world into two armed camps and making inevitable the day when American soldiers will be lying in their Arctic suits in the Russian snow,” he announced his candidacy for president in 1948.




    FOR A THIRD-PARTY candidate, Wallace looked frighteningly strong. In January 1948, a Gallup survey showed him winning between 13 and 18 percent of the vote in New York, enough to throw the state to likely Republican nominee Thomas Dewey. In mid-February, a Wallace supporter trounced a pro-administration Democrat in a special congressional election in the Bronx. A New York Times poll taken shortly afterward showed Wallace’s support rising in Michigan, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and California, potentially putting those states out of reach for Truman as well. Experts predicted his insurgent campaign might win 4 million votes.




    Truman, by contrast, looked like a political dead man. A spring Newsweek poll of forty-five Democratic senators found only six publicly in favor of his nomination as the party’s presidential candidate, and thirteen against. In March, Time wrote that “only a political miracle or extraordinary stupidity on the part of the Republicans can save the Democratic Party, after 16 years in power, from a debacle in November.”




    Even the antitotalitarian liberals considered Truman an embarrassment. After Roosevelt’s magnetic energy, they found it painful to watch this small party man, who flapped his arms as he served up banality after banality. “President Truman,” wrote Schlesinger, “appears to have little instinct for liberalism; he knows the words rather than the tune.”




    But that would change. In November 1947, Clark Clifford, Truman’s chief political strategist, sent him a forty-three-page memo on the upcoming campaign. Clifford considered the South safely Democratic. But he feared that Wallace’s strength among blacks, union members, western progressives, and Jews might throw the election to Dewey. He urged an alliance with the ADA. And on Clifford’s advice, Truman put a young ADA member named William Batt in charge of formulating policies to lure liberals back.




    The new strategy exploded into public view on January 7, when Truman kicked off the 1948 campaign with a State of the Union address that liberal New York Post editor T. O. Thackrey called “little short of inspiring.” It almost perfectly mirrored the platform of the ADA: national health insurance, an increased minimum wage, higher Social Security benefits, and tax reform that cut rates for low-wage workers while raising them for corporations. Perhaps most dramatically of all, Truman vowed that he would soon come back to Congress to offer legislation based upon the recommendations of the Presidential Committee on Civil Rights, which had presented its report that fall.




    A month later, Truman returned, bearing legislation to abolish the poll tax, integrate the military, outlaw segregation in interstate commerce, and make lynching a federal crime. Explaining his new agenda, the president made a moral equation that would become central to the new liberalism: He linked the struggle against Communism to the struggle against racial injustice. Actually, he linked them in two different ways. First, he said the denial of democracy at home undermined America’s moral authority abroad. “If we wish to inspire the people of the world whose freedom is in jeopardy,” declared Truman, “if we wish to restore hope to those who have already lost their civil liberties, if we wish to fulfill the promise that is ours, we must correct the remaining imperfections in our practice of democracy.” But there was a second link, buried in Truman’s penultimate phrase: “If we wish to fulfill the promise that is ours.” Expanding democracy at home wasn’t just a matter of global public relations. It was the key to unlocking the nation’s full power. For the Truman administration, America’s great advantage over the Soviet Union was its cohesion, its ability to meet domestic challenges without coercion, and the resulting threat of revolution or social collapse. And no challenge was greater than America’s legalized racism. As George Kennan, head of policy planning in the Truman State Department, put it, in the cold war struggle, “It may be the strength and health of our respective [political] systems which is decisive.” Then, as now, defeating enemies abroad required renewing democracy at home.




    BUT NOT EVERYONE in the Democratic Party was prepared to embrace civil rights in anti-Communism’s name. In fact, as delegates arrived in Philadelphia for the 1948 Democratic National Convention, Time observed that “Not since the South rebelled against Stephen Douglas in 1860 had the party seemed so hopelessly torn and divided.” Segregationist leaders, led by Mississippi’s Fielding Wright and South Carolina’s Strom Thurmond, warned that if Truman’s new commitment to civil rights became party dogma, they would bolt. And Clifford, fearing he had taken the South too much for granted, was prepared to accept a one-paragraph platform statement on civil rights that committed the party to none of the initiatives Truman had proposed in February.




    The ADA, however, would accept no such retreat. From a rented fraternity house on the University of Pennsylvania campus, its leaders plotted strategy. The battle began in the Resolution Committee, which, after ten hours of bitter debate, passed a vague, weak statement that satisfied virtually no one. The segregationists and the ADA both appealed to the Platform Committee, which after twelve more fruitless hours passed the controversy onto the convention floor. Convention chairman Sam Rayburn announced that on the following day, Wednesday, July 14, both sides could bring their civil rights planks to a full vote.




    Terrified of a Southern walkout, Truman was furious at the ADA. Humphrey, the ADA’s vice chairman and leading officeholder, was skittish himself, fearful that appearing hostile to the South and to the White House could cost him his bid for the Senate that fall. Finally, at five o’clock on Wednesday morning, the young mayor, still only 37 years old, agreed to lead the fight on the convention floor. Later generations, who came to know Humphrey on television, where he usually looked uncomfortable, never appreciated his oratorical power, the quality that led Minnesotans to pass around bootleg audiotapes of his speeches like samizdat. But it was blindingly clear in the Municipal Auditorium that morning. “There can be no hedging . . . no watering down,” Humphrey told the assembled delegates, in perhaps the greatest speech of his career. “To those who say that we are rushing this issue of civil rights—I say to them, we are 172 years late. To those who say this bill is an infringement on states’ rights, I say . . . the time has arrived for the Democratic Party to get out of the shadow of states’ rights and walk forthrightly into the bright sunshine of human rights.” As Humphrey spoke, ADA members carrying civil rights banners rose from their seats and began marching down the convention aisles. With the support of big-city bosses hoping to energize the black vote that fall, the ADA’s resolution passed. Thurmond and the other segregationists marched out of the convention hall, and out of the national Democratic Party.




    Later that day, Truman took the podium to accept his party’s nomination. He attacked the Republican Congress, and announced he would call it back for a special session on July 26, “Turnip Day” in his home state of Missouri, to demand that it enact his State of the Union agenda. It would be a very different campaign, and a very different Democratic Party, than anyone had foreseen a year before.




    A FEW WEEKS later, Wallace also came to Philadelphia, to accept the nomination of the newly formed Progressive Party. But his candidacy was already running into trouble. In late February, the government of Czechoslovakia, the last in Eastern Europe not under the Soviet boot, had fallen to a Communist coup. A few days later, Jan Masaryk, the country’s pro-Western foreign minister, fell to his death in circumstances widely considered suspicious. While many liberals recoiled in horror, Wallace blamed America. The United States, he suggested, had prompted the coup by calling on the Czechs to defy the USSR and participate in the Marshall Plan. He claimed that Masaryk had committed suicide as the result of depression or cancer.




    The Progressive Party convention made it even clearer that Wallace would never condemn Soviet oppression. Delegates from Vermont, worried that the new party’s platform contained no criticism of the USSR, offered an amendment reading, “Although we are critical of the present foreign policy of the United States, it is not our intention to give blanket endorsement to the foreign policy of any nation.” It was voted down.




    By summer, liberals were moving away from Wallace. In July, he resigned as New Republic editor, and by October, Loeb would be calling the magazine an ADA house organ. Literary journals like Commentary and Partisan Review, populated by anti-Stalinist socialists, blasted writers and artists who refused to see the nightmare that real-world Communism had become. The NAACP fired W. E. B. Dubois, its adviser on colonial affairs, for opposing Truman’s foreign policy and the organization’s growing opposition to Communism. In Minnesota, Humphrey wrested back control of the Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party, just in time to keep it from endorsing Wallace.




    But most important was the change in the labor movement. Much of labor’s rank and file was Catholic, and at church they heard impassioned sermons denouncing Soviet repression of their coreligionists in Eastern Europe. In June, CIO general counsel Lee Pressman, the one Communist Wallace had told Humphrey he knew, announced he would run as a Progressive candidate for Congress. Backed by Walter Reuther, CIO president Philip Murray replaced him with anti-Communist labor lawyer and future Supreme Court Justice Arthur Goldberg. The CIO affiliated itself with the ADA and endorsed Truman. The following year it expelled eleven Communist- and fellow traveler—controlled unions from its ranks. It was a momentous shift. For the next two decades, an alliance between intellectuals and the labor movement would undergird antitotalitarian liberalism. And for Harry Truman, it came just in time. Had labor not turned, he never would have stood a chance.




    No longer just a small group of intellectuals, the ADA was now the vanguard of an anti-Communist, pro-Truman network with deep influence among the Democratic base. And it used that newfound power to go after Wallace. In three widely publicized pamphlets, the ADA called Wallace a Communist dupe who had apologized for the Czech coup. In newspaper advertisements, it drew attention to the Communist ties of prominent Wallace supporters. And in October, Niebuhr drafted a passionate “Appeal to Liberals,” which called Wallace’s foreign policy views a “betrayal of free people throughout the world.” By the final weeks of the campaign, Progressive Party candidates were withdrawing from races against local Democrats, and Wallace’s crowds were dwindling.




    As Wallace weakened, Truman gained strength. He unilaterally desegregated the military and created the Fair Employment Board to spur integration of the federal civil service. The special Turnip Day congressional session refused to pass his domestic agenda, but that just gave him more ammunition. In September, he set out across the country by train. From Reading, Pennsylvania, to Dexter, Iowa, to Fresno, California, he attacked the “do-nothing, good for nothing 80th congress” for opposing Social Security, aid to farmers, labor rights, and progressive taxation. While still far from eloquent, he was starting to connect. “All over the country,” he told a cheering crowd in Ardmore, Oklahoma, “they call me Harry. I like it . . . because I’m trying my best to serve you with everything I have.” Three days before the election, he traveled to Harlem, where he spoke before a crowd of 65,000. All in all during his cross-country tour, he gave 351 campaign speeches to roughly 12 million people.




    Dewey, by contrast, campaigned like a man who had already won. He refused to debate, avoided specifics, and plotted his cabinet. He linked the Democrats, the Communists, and the CIO, but with Wallace and his supporters now out of the party, the charge carried far less weight than it had in 1946. He accused Truman of having abandoned Poland to Stalin, and for doing too little to aid the Nationalists in China. But he failed to raise serious public doubts about the Democrats’ commitment to fighting the cold war. Partly, that was because Dewey, who high-mindedly supported Truman’s response to the USSR’s June blockade of West Berlin, was a more genteel politician than Nixon or McCarthy. But it was also because in the intervening two years, the liberal wing of the Democratic Party had transformed itself, and that transformation had altered the terms of partisan debate.




    On election eve, experts remained sure Dewey would win. The final Gallup poll showed him ahead by 5 points. Fifty Washington correspondents unanimously predicted that Truman would go down to defeat. Life published a photo of Dewey above the caption “The Next President.”




    They were all wrong: Truman won by just over 2 million votes. Had Wallace garnered the 4 million commentators expected when he launched his campaign, he would have thrown the election to Dewey. But he received only 1.2 million. Democrats took back both houses of Congress, and Humphrey won his race for the Senate. It was, noted the New York Times, “A miracle of electioneering for which there are few if any parallels.”




    The Communist Party would never again be a significant force on the American left, and the ADA, wrote The New Republic, could “now speak with . . . authority for the country’s liberals.” In The Vital Center, published the following year, Schlesinger looked back at the struggle just completed. “When the challenge of Communism finally forced American liberals to take inventory of their moral resources,” he wrote, “the inventory resulted in the clear decision that freedom had values which could not be compromised in deals with totalitarianism.” “The failure of nerve,” he concluded, “is over.”




    THE BATTLE WITHIN liberalism had ended, and it would be a generation before it erupted again. But an even more grueling struggle with the right was just getting under way. That new struggle began on a bitterly cold day in January 1949, when Truman delivered an inaugural address that offered his fullest account yet of the new liberal foreign policy. Essentially, it rested on three interlocking planks. The first was containment: military efforts to prevent Soviet aggression. The USSR, in Schlesinger’s metaphor, was like an intruder trying to enter a house. If it found the door open, it would enter. But if it found it locked, it would give up. Containment meant locking the doors—convincing the Soviets that aggression would be difficult and costly. In his first term, Truman had done so by sending arms to Greece and Turkey, making the Navy a conspicuous presence in the Mediterranean, and even suggesting universal military training to show U.S. resolve. In his inaugural, Truman proposed giving containment institutional form: NATO. The new organization not only publicly committed the United States to Western Europe’s protection, but came with more than $1 billion in military aid to help America’s allies strengthen their own defenses as well.




    These efforts, Truman officials insisted, were not designed to provoke war; they were meant to avoid it. By persuading Moscow that aggression was futile, the United States hoped to gradually modify its behavior. “The shape of Soviet power,” Kennan explained, “is like that of a tree which has been bent in infancy and twisted into a certain pattern. It can be caused to grow back into another form; but not by any sudden or violent application of force. The effect can be produced only by the exertion of steady pressure over a period of years in the right direction.” Containment required patience. It was a doctrine predicated, above all, on confidence that America had the stamina for a long fight.




    The second element in liberal foreign policy was development, or what Schlesinger called “reconstruction.” In the house metaphor, it meant making sure the inhabitants weren’t so desperate that they unlocked the door from the inside. If democracy couldn’t provide economic opportunity it would lose people’s faith. This was the principle behind the Marshall Plan. And in his inaugural, Truman proposed extending it to countries emerging from colonial rule, in a “bold new program for making the benefits of our scientific advances and industrial programs available for the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas.” It was called Point Four, and Truman clearly loved it—devoting more of his inaugural address to the proposal than to anything else. In fact, he and his advisers repeatedly insisted, especially early in his presidency, that economic development was more important than military containment to defending freedom.




    Thirdly, liberal foreign policy involved restraint. Rather than wield its enormous power alone, the United States would share it with other countries. NATO was the expression of this idea. So was Truman’s support for the UN, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank, all founded near the end of World War II. Partly, this reflected the Truman administration’s recognition that in an interdependent world, the United States could guarantee neither its security nor its prosperity alone. But it reflected another recognition as well. Niebuhr, who Kennan called “the father of us all,” had attended State Department planning meetings after the 1948 election. And the theologian’s overriding message was that for all of their accomplishments, Americans should not fall in love with their own virtue, and should not expect non-Americans to take that virtue on faith. The implication, which the administration built into its policies, was that by limiting its power, the United States could make that power more accepted in the world. “We all have to recognize—no matter how great our strength,” Truman declared, “that we must deny ourselves the license to do always as we please.” Within NATO, to be sure, the United States was first among equals. But as with the Marshall Plan, Europeans wielded real influence over how NATO was born and how it worked. And American policy makers in the early cold war, unlike their contemporaries today, didn’t try to force America’s allies into lockstep with U.S. policy. Rather, they assumed that assertive, nationalist governments—even if they sometimes proved unruly—would resist Communism better than American vassals. As one State Department official put it, the goal was to foster allies “strong enough to say ‘no’ both to the Soviet Union and the United States, if our actions should seem so to require.”




    AS TRUMAN AND Niebuhr were defining cold war liberalism, cold war conservatism was slowly being born. Its version of the meeting at the Willard Hotel did not occur until 1955, with the founding of National Review. And even then, it would take another decade before a Republican nominee for president espoused the journal’s views. The principles underlying conservative anti-Communism were hard to discern in the postwar years. They were obscured first by lingering right-wing isolationism, embodied by Ohio senator Robert Taft. And then by the nonideological, business conservatism of Dwight Eisenhower, whose presidency gave the 1950s a patina of ideological consensus. Still, spasms of the conservatism that exists today kept erupting in the 1950s, in the anti-Communist crusades of Joseph McCarthy and Richard Nixon, in the rhetoric of Eisenhower’s more ideological secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, and, of course, in the pages of William E Buckley’s contentious new magazine.




    Cold war conservatives took a dim view of Truman’s enthusiasm for international economic development. Partly, it was a matter of cost. So anxious were many on the right for tax cuts and a balanced budget that they resisted even higher defense spending. But foreign aid raised particular hackles, since many conservatives saw it as part of a liberal effort to rationalize Communism by suggesting that America’s real foe was not the ideology itself, but the forces that produced it. “The universities of India and the Arab world, and also of Europe and America, have bred more communists than have the backward villages,” declared James Burnham, a National Review senior editor and the most important foreign policy thinker on the emerging cold war right. In 1956, National Review praised the governor of Utah for refusing to pay income tax because part of the money went to foreign aid.




    For the right, nothing was more important to the cold war struggle than ideological clarity. Because it wanted non-Communist governments to enjoy local legitimacy, the Truman administration tolerated large ideological deviations among its allies, as long as they resisted Soviet influence. Dulles, however, who painted the cold war as a quasi-religious struggle between good and evil, had less patience for governments that would not wholly commit to America’s side. “Because the [Eisenhower-Dulles] administration had so little faith in the ability of non-communist nationalism to sustain itself,” writes the historian John Lewis Gaddis, “it resorted to frantic and overbearing attempts to shore it up, in the process appearing to violate the very principles of sovereignty and self-reliance it was trying to preserve.” Burnham went even further, arguing that the only way to stop Communism’s advance was to cease relying on other countries at all, and build “an American empire which will be, if not literally world-wide in formal boundaries, capable of exercising decisive world control.”




    If the new conservatives’ greatest desire was moral certainty, their greatest fear was that after decades of liberal government, Americans no longer possessed it. Americans, they worried, lacked the faith of their fanatically self-confident Communist foes, and this made them dangerously weak. On the right, Truman’s policy of containment seemed like both an expression of this moral relativism, since it tolerated Soviet evil, and a disastrous miscalculation, since the United States lacked the will to endure such a long standoff. Dulles attacked the Democrats for “treadmill policies which, at best, might keep us in the same place until we drop exhausted.” In 1960, rising conservative star Barry Goldwater warned that “No nation at war, employing an exclusively defensive strategy, can hope to survive for long.” Once he became secretary of state, Dulles quickly abandoned his calls for militarily “rolling back” Soviet power, since doing so risked nuclear war. But among conservative intellectuals, it remained an article of faith that if the United States continued to merely “contain” the Soviet Union, it was doomed.




    IF THE RIGHT’S hunger for moral clarity fueled its opposition to Truman’s foreign policy, it animated its resistance to his domestic agenda as well. For liberals, containment required a stronger home front. And a stronger home front required expanding the New Deal—tempering capitalism’s instability and inequality so Americans would not turn against it, as many had during the depression. The challenge, in Niebuhr’s words, was to “make our political and economic life more worthy of our faith and therefore more impregnable.” In his 1949 State of the Union address, Truman proposed a more progressive tax system, a 75-cent-per-hour minimum wage, national health insurance, expanded Social Security, and the repeal of the antiunion Taft-Hartley Act. And once again, he demanded laws banning lynching, the poll tax, and segregation in interstate commerce. The goal, he said, was that “every American has a chance to obtain his fair share of our increasing abundance.” It was the same principle that animated his economic development efforts abroad: by fostering equality of opportunity the United States could ensure that liberty survived.




    But for conservatives, the liberal push for equality did not strengthen America in its cold war struggle; it undermined the very ideological distinctions upon which that struggle relied. Viewed from the right, the New Deal had already moved America perilously far along what Austrian émigré economist Friedrich Von Hayek famously called “the road to serfdom.” And the more the United States aped Communism, the less it would prove able to resist it. “The liberal’s arm cannot strike with consistent firmness against communism,” wrote Burnham, “because the liberal dimly feels that in doing so he would be somehow wounding himself.”




    Determined to prevent America from slipping further down the totalitarian slope, a congressional alliance between Republicans and Southern Democrats stopped Truman’s domestic agenda in its tracks. The American Medical Association dubbed his health care plan a “monstrosity of Bolshevik bureaucracy.” The conservative writer Russell Kirk called the federal school lunch program a “vehicle for totalitarianism.” And on civil rights, the attack was much the same. When Strom Thurmond’s 1948 Dixiecrat platform condemned “totalitarian government,” it wasn’t talking about Moscow; it was talking about a federal government in Washington that crushed states’ rights. And the new conservative intellectuals also overwhelmingly opposed civil rights, largely because they saw it as a vehicle for enhanced government power. As National Review tided one article on the subject, “Integration is communization.”




    But the right’s greatest effort to restore moral clarity was its campaign to root out Communists in American life. Richard Nixon kicked off that effort in 1947, when the newly elected congressman helped author a particularly nasty and duplicitous piece of legislation that both required Communist organizations to register with the government and, in flagrant violation of the Fifth Amendment’s right against self-incrimination, essentially made such membership a crime. The question of Communist subversion gained national attention the following year, when a disheveled, affectless former Communist named Whittaker Chambers informed the House Un-American Activities Committee that Alger Hiss—top official in the State Department, member of the American delegation that met with Stalin at Yalta, secretary-general of the inaugural meeting of the United Nations, president of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, and all-around liberal golden boy—had been a Soviet spy. And two weeks after Hiss was sentenced for perjury, Joseph McCarthy appeared before the Republican Women’s Club in Wheeling, West Virginia, and sent the red scare to new levels of frenzy, declaring that “I have here in my hand a list of 205 . . . names that were made known to the Secretary of State as being members of the Communist Party and who nevertheless are still working and shaping policy in the State Department.”




    For the right, the question lurking behind all these cases was whether America believed in its creed strongly enough to expel those who did not. As National Review founder William E Buckley and his brother-in-law, L. Brent Bozell, wrote in their 1954 book, McCarthy and His Enemies, “Not only is it characteristic of society to create institutions and to defend them with sanctions. Society must do so—or else they cease to exist.” Conservatives were dubious that an America seduced by liberalism retained the strength to do that. Chambers, the Communist-turned-conservative whose 1952 conversion tale, Witness, powerfully shaped the cold war right, argued that modernity—and particularly the decline in faith in God—had left Americans too mentally and spiritually weak for a drawn-out struggle against their implacable Communist foe. Like his ideological progeny today, he hoped a religious revival might resuscitate “this sick society, which we call Western civilization.” But he wasn’t optimistic. After leaving the Communist Party, he told his wife, “We are leaving the winning world for the losing world.”




    In fact, however, conservatives were pleasantly surprised by the public response to their crusade against Communist subversion. Many Catholics, believing that Franklin Roosevelt had abandoned their Eastern European coreligionists to Stalin at Yalta, were predisposed to look for nefarious motives. And McCarthy played on their suspicion of the East Coast foreign policy elite, newly embodied by Hiss. “The bright young men who are born with silver spoons in their mouths,” he declared in Wheeling, “are the ones who have been the most traitorous.” For conservatives, long alienated from a country they feared was moving inexorably to the left, McCarthyism represented an unexpected reconciliation. And it provided a lesson in how to mix anti-Communism and class resentment, a brew that would only grow more potent in the decades to come.




    IF CONSERVATIVES SAW the red scare as a sign of domestic health, anti-totalitarian liberals struggled to make the opposite case: that McCarthy and his allies undermined the anti-Communist cause. As with civil rights, that argument had two parts. First, liberals said, McCarthyism damaged America’s reputation. While conservatives applauded America’s new faith in its moral superiority, liberals worried that McCarthyism undermined that superiority in the eyes of the world. “It will be difficult,” wrote Niebuhr, “to appreciate the extent of the damage done to our prestige by this phenomenon.” Secondly, liberals argued that granting Communists the right to speak and assemble freely was a sign not of moral relativism but of moral confidence—confidence that American principles could win an open clash of ideas. NSC 68, the Truman administration’s famed statement of grand strategy, declared that the United States must “tolerate those within it who would use their freedom to destroy it. . . . The free society does not fear, it welcomes, diversity.” As Kennan had argued, America’s lack of domestic coercion was its critical advantage in the cold war fight.




    That was what anti-Communist liberals said. What they actually did, in the heat of the red scare, was not always as admirable. Shaken by the right’s victory in 1946, Truman, in March 1947, established a grossly unfair loyalty program for government employees, which denied alleged Communists the right to confront their accusers or see the evidence against them. The ADA at first supported the effort, then criticized its implementation, giving the impression of an organization trying to have it both ways.




    Truman partially redeemed himself in 1950 when he vetoed the McCarran Act, a descendant of Nixon’s earlier effort to virtually criminalize membership in the Communist Party, declaring that “In a free country, we punish men for the crimes they commit, but never for the opinions they have.” But in 1954, Humphrey proposed doing exactly that. Trying to head off Republican legislation that used the red scare to undermine labor rights—and fearful that Republicans would red-bait Democratic senators up for reelection in 1954 (himself included)—Humphrey introduced the Communist Control Act, which made membership in the Communist Party a crime meriting up to five years in prison. It was, argued socialist editor Michael Harrington, “an abject capitulation by liberalism to illiberalism.” This time, the ADA, despite its closeness to Humphrey, dissented. But it still limited its critique to some of the bill’s obnoxious side provisions. On the central question of whether the federal government should ban the Communist Party, the ADA didn’t take a clear stand. It was not exactly a profile in courage.




    But if the new liberals were at times complicit in the red scare, their impassioned anti-Communism also helped liberalism survive it. Again and again, they called McCarthyism a diversion concocted by conservatives who cared more about cutting taxes than fighting the Soviets. “The over-riding issue before the American people today,” declared the ADA in 1953, “is whether the national defense is to be determined by the demands of the world situation or sacrificed to the worship of tax reductions and a balanced budget.” Asked Democratic senator Clinton Anderson, “Who is fighting the Communists anyhow? Can it be the people who talk about spy rings in the State Department and then vote against appropriations for military aid?”




    These rejoinders didn’t entirely inoculate liberals from the conservative assault of the early 1950s. But neither did that assault succeed in rescinding the New Deal revolution. By agreeing to small increases in the minimum wage, unemployment insurance, public housing, and Social Security, Eisenhower ratified the welfare state that so many on the right loathed. And while the GOP recaptured the House and Senate in 1952, it lost them again in 1954, and Democrats controlled both chambers for the rest of the decade.




    The Democratic Congress, of course, was far from uniformly liberal. But as Buckley himself conceded, liberals largely set the terms of national debate. The reasons were many, including the enduring prestige of the New Deal and the fact that the business community had not yet established an intellectual counterestablishment to disseminate the right’s ideas. But even with these advantages, had liberalism not reinvented itself at the Willard Hotel, the escalating anti-Communism of the early cold war might have buried it. To imagine history’s different course, the new liberals had only to watch what happened to their old adversaries on the left. In his reelection campaign in 1950, Florida senator Claude Pepper, who had warmed up for Wallace at Madison Square Garden four years earlier, was accused of treason, and didn’t even survive the Democratic primary. That same year in California, Helen Gahagan Douglas, who had demanded that aid to Greece and Turkey go through the UN, was denounced as “pink right down to her underwear,” and lost by the largest margin of any Senate candidate in the country. Her tormenter? The indefatigable Richard Nixon.




    McGARTHYISM HAD TAKEN its toll, but cold war liberalism survived. And then, on October 4, 1957, liberals found the wind suddenly at their back. The reason was Sputnik, a silver aluminum orb the size of a beach ball that made the USSR the first country in space. The New York Times announced the launch in a highly unusual three-row headline. A Gallup poll found that 50 percent of Americans considered it a blow to national prestige. It was a crushing symbolic defeat, and prompted a wave of alarm no less intense than the one sparked by Whittaker Chambers and Joseph McCarthy—but with very different ideological overtones. It wasn’t just that Sputnik undermined the GOP’s anti-Communist bona fides, much as the red scare had undermined the Democratic Party’s. It wasn’t even that Sputnik produced a wave of calls for new spending on defense, science, and education. Above all, Sputnik laid the groundwork for a different vision of national greatness. If conservatives had seen in McCarthyism a new spirit, in which Americans summoned the self-confidence to cast out the Communists in their midst, liberals saw in the response to Sputnik a new spirit in which Americans turned away from private concerns and committed themselves to building a country strong enough at home to compete abroad.




    For antitotalitarian liberals, no one encapsulated America’s cultural malaise better than Nixon, who while leading Nikita Khrushchev through the American exhibit in Moscow in 1959, pointed to a model kitchen and explained that this is “what freedom means to us.” “Under the spell of materialism,” wrote Schlesinger, “our nation has allocated its abundance to private satisfaction rather than to public need, with the result that the wealthiest nation in the world suddenly seems to be falling behind in education, falling behind in science, falling behind in technology, falling behind in weapons, falling behind in our capacity to stir the minds and hearts of men.” Eisenhower’s business conservatism, he argued, had asked little of the country, and committed it to nothing grander than the gratifications of suburban life. As a result, Americans risked becoming, in Niebuhr’s words, “soft and effete,” unable to compete with a ruthless and fanatical foe.




    Schlesinger called for “the reorganization of American values.” But unlike Whittaker Chambers or today’s Christian right, he didn’t propose a religious revival; he proposed a nationalist one, in which citizens put aside personal indulgence and came to the aid of their embattled country. Instead of merely proclaiming their country’s greatness, as they had in the complacent Eisenhower years, Americans would have to prove it. After years on the defensive, liberals were again finding their voice.




    THE SOMEWHAT UNLIKELY vehicle for this liberal resurgence was John E Kennedy, a man many liberals viewed with suspicion. If Truman had been too rough for the ADA’s sensibilities, Kennedy was too smooth. “He seems to me,” commented Loeb, “to have ice-water in his veins and something very mechanical where his heart ought to be.” And it wasn’t just Kennedy’s style. While the junior senator from Massachusetts wasn’t a Nixon-style red-baiter, he wasn’t exactly an opponent of red-baiting either. He had voted for the loathsome McCarran Act and managed to miss the Senate vote condemning McCarthy—which was hardly surprising given that McCarthy had employed his brother Robert.




    The ADA’s candidate in 1960 was Hubert Humphrey. And when Humphrey stumbled in West Virginia, and pulled out of the race, some liberals wanted to haul out Adlai Stevenson—whom Eisenhower had defeated in 1952 and 1956—for yet another try. But like Truman twelve years earlier, Kennedy brought the liberals on board by letting them shape the party’s message. He named former Connecticut governor and ADA stalwart Chester Bowles to head the convention’s platform committee, which after tepid statements in 1952 and 1956 firmly committed the Democrats to civil rights. And just before the Democratic convention, Schlesinger signed a “message of intent to all liberals” assuring them that Kennedy was ideologically acceptable.




    If Kennedy’s alliance with the liberals seemed at times like a marriage of convenience, he did have something in common with the men and women of the Willard. In the fall of 1946, when the Alsops were warning of liberalism’s blindness to the Soviet threat, Kennedy was one of the few liberal Democrats who understood. Just 29 years old, and seeking a congressional seat outside Boston, he had made the cold war a centerpiece of his campaign, declaring that “the time has come when we must speak plainly on the great issue facing the world today. The issue is Soviet Russia . . . a slave state . . . embarked upon a program of world aggression.”




    It was an instinct he would need in 1960, running against that other Navy veteran elected to Congress in 1946, Richard Nixon. Conventional wisdom held that Kennedy’s strength would be domestic policy, where he could exploit Nixon’s record as vice president in an administration that had suffered three recessions in eight years. Nixon, by contrast, planned to run on national security, which the public rated its number one concern, and where polls favored the GOP.




    Nixon, by now an old hand at painting Democrats as soft, if not pink, tried to do the same to Kennedy. He asked Eisenhower’s attorney general, William Rogers, to dig up material showing that Kennedy was “dangerous to the cause of peace and dangerous from the standpoint of surrender.” James Buckley, William F.’s brother, penned “An Open Letter to American Catholics,” urging them to oppose their coreligionist because “Kennedy has chosen to identify himself with that segment of American society which is either unwilling or unable to regard Communism as more than a childish bugaboo.”




    But as an early cold warrior, and a World War II hero to boot, Kennedy’s record did not offer much fodder. Nixon’s best chance came in early October, when Kennedy said the United States should not pledge to defend Quemoy and Matsu, islands the Chinese Communists were trying to recapture from the Nationalists in Taiwan. “It is shocking for a candidate for the presidency of the United States,” Nixon declared, “to say that he is willing to hand over a part of the Free World to the Communist World.”




    Kennedy tried to turn the discussion to Fidel Castro’s recent takeover in Cuba, admonishing Nixon that “The people of the United States would like to hear him discuss his views on an island not four miles off the coast of China but ninety miles off the coast of the United States.” He blamed Nixon for America’s supposed missile gap with the Soviet Union, a charge that Eisenhower knew from US. spy planes was trumped up, and which Kennedy may have known was false as well. And he repeatedly called for higher defense spending, alleging—as the ADA had throughout the 1950s—that Eisenhower and Nixon had “tailored our strategy and military requirements to fit our budget” rather than the other way around. All in all, each candidate tried to prove himself more hawkish than the other. And each largely failed.




    But Kennedy’s central theme was the one born at the Willard and revived by Sputnik: renewal at home in the service of freedom abroad. The first debate between the two candidates was supposed to center on domestic policy. Nixon had wanted it that way so he could pivot to his strength—international affairs—in the more important debates later on. When the two men met in Chicago on September 26, however, Kennedy confounded expectations by making the cold war the framework for his opening statement. “We discuss tonight domestic issues,” he declared, “but I would not want . . . any implication to be given that this does not involve directly our struggle with Mr. Khrushchev for survival.” From there he ranged widely: from America’s unused steel mill capacity to West Virginia children so poor they had to bring home their school lunches to feed their families to the fact that “a Negro baby . . . has about one-half as much chance to get through high school as a white baby.” How exactly these injustices imperiled national security was left vague. But Kennedy insisted that, somehow, rectifying them was essential to confronting the Soviet threat. “Can freedom be maintained under the most severe . . . attack it has ever known?” he concluded. “I think it can be. And I think in the final analysis it depends upon what we do here.”




    In the second debate, held October 7 in Washington, Kennedy echoed Schlesinger and Niebuhr even more explicitly—arguing that fighting Communism required not merely a shift in domestic policies but a shift in domestic values, from private gain to public sacrifice. “I’m talking about a national mood,” he said. “I’m talking about our willingness to bear any burdens in order to maintain our freedom and in order to meet our freedom around the globe. . . . I would not want people to elect me because I promise them the easy, soft life.” In every debate, and virtually every speech, Kennedy invoked the cold war to explain why America must reject complacency at home. And two days before the election, addressing 30,000 people at 3:00 A.M. in Waterbury, Connecticut, the exhausted candidate walked onto a hotel balcony and made his case one more time: “We defend freedom. If we succeed here, then the cause of freedom is strengthened. If we fail here, if we drift, if we lie at anchor, if we don’t provide an example of what freedom can do in the 1960s, then we have betrayed not only ourselves and our destiny, but all those who desire to be free.”




    WHEN KENNEDY TALKED about providing “an example of what freedom can do,” it wasn’t hard to see the implications for civil rights. His choice of Lyndon Johnson, a Texan, as his running mate had bothered some liberals. But because Johnson strengthened Kennedy’s position in the South, he actually freed him to talk more progressively about race. In the second debate, Kennedy criticized the Eisenhower administration for tolerating private discrimination and the denial of voting rights, saying, “There is a very strong moral basis for this concept of equality of opportunity. . . . We have to practice what we preach. We set a very high standard for ourselves. The Communists do not.” As it had for Truman, the cold war offered Kennedy a way to depict civil rights as something that benefited the country as a whole, not just blacks.




    But the most important test of Kennedy’s commitment to civil rights came behind closed doors, and completely out of the blue. On Wednesday, October 19, Martin Luther King Jr. and fifty-two other civil rights activists were arrested for trying to eat at the Magnolia Room restaurant in Atlanta’s Rich’s Department Store. Five days later, the others were released, but King was sentenced to four months in the notoriously brutal Reidsville State Prison, deep in rural Georgia. Coretta Scott King, six months pregnant, feared he would be lynched.




    Nixon, though personally sympathetic to civil rights, feared jeopardizing his chances in the South and declined to intervene, despite a plea from baseball pioneer Jackie Robinson. For his part, Kennedy had already been warned by three Southern governors to keep his distance from King. But on the morning of October 26, Kennedy’s brother-in-law, Sargent Shriver, who oversaw civil rights for the campaign, reached him at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport, where he was about to leave for a campaign swing through Michigan. Shriver urged Kennedy to contact Mrs. King and express his concern. And without consulting his advisers, Kennedy impulsively made the call. The following day, Robert Kennedy prevailed on a Georgia judge to release King on bail.




    In the white media, almost no one noticed. But the incident made headlines in the black press. The Reverend Martin Luther King Sr., who as a fellow Protestant had supported Nixon, changed his mind, announcing that “Because this man. . . was willing to wipe the tears from my daughter[-in-law’s] eyes, I’ve got a suitcase of votes, and I’m going to take them to Mr. Kennedy and dump them in his lap.” The Sunday before the election, Democrats distributed 2 million pamphlets entitled “ ‘No Comment’ Nixon versus a Candidate with a Heart, Senator Kennedy” to black churches across the country.




    The night before the election, the race was widely considered even, with the momentum on Nixon’s side. But when the returns came in, they showed Kennedy the victor, by a mere 118,000 votes. He received 80 percent of the black vote, up from Stevenson’s 60 percent, and in states like Illinois, Michigan, and South Carolina, which Kennedy won by tiny margins, black support helped put him over the top. As in 1948, a Democratic candidate had done the right thing on race, and it had helped him win the presidency. Kennedy had shown that, despite Loeb’s assessment, he did indeed have a heart, at least at that one key moment. And it had made all the difference.




    IF THE TRUMAN administration had developed liberal anti-Communism largely with an eye to Europe, Kennedy tried to adapt it to the new arena of cold war struggle: the third world. The new president had long been fascinated by what he called “the lands of the rising people.” In 1951, as a 34-year-old congressman, he traveled with his brother Robert and sister Pat through Israel, Iran, Pakistan, Thailand, French Indochina, Singapore, Korea, and Japan. And he came back convinced that defeating Communism required, above all, economic and political development. “If one thing was bored into me as a result of my experience in the Middle as well as the Far East,” he declared in a radio address upon his return, “it is that Communism cannot be met effectively by merely the force of arms. The central core of our Middle Eastern policy” should be “not the export of arms or the show of armed might but the export of ideas, of techniques, and the rebirth of our traditional sympathy for and understanding of the desires of men to be free.”




    That desire to be free, Kennedy noted, manifested itself in anticolonial movements across the developing world. And he urged America to support them. Just as Truman had tried to align America with nationalist sentiment in Western Europe and Japan, Kennedy suggested doing the same in countries rushing toward independence, even if it meant welcoming governments over which the United States had little control. In a 1957 Foreign Affairs article, he attacked Eisenhower and Dulles for their “failure to appreciate how the forces of nationalism are rewriting the geopolitical map of the world.” In a Senate speech that same year, he said, “the single most important test of American foreign policy today is how we meet the challenge of imperialism.” And he called for self-determination in Algeria, a suggestion that earned him an angry visit from the French ambassador.




    As president, Kennedy implemented a version of containment more like Truman’s than Eisenhower’s: higher defense spending, a bigger army, and less reliance on the threat of nuclear retaliation. But in keeping with his past views, he also tried to emulate Truman’s economic assistance efforts and his sympathy for foreign nationalism. In March 1961, Kennedy invited congressional leaders and Latin American ambassadors to the East Room of the White House, where he unveiled the Alliance for Progress, “a vast cooperative effort, unparalleled in magnitude and nobility of purpose, to satisfy the basic needs of the American people for homes, work and land, health and schools.” The United States pledged $20 billion over ten years to Latin American countries that committed themselves to land reform, progressive taxation, and free elections. It was an enlightened answer to Castro’s revolution, which Kennedy feared could spread elsewhere in the continent. And it mirrored the efforts of liberalism’s great ally: the labor movement. In 1961, Walter Reuther helped establish the American Institute for Free Labor Development, which trained Latin American labor unionists “with particular emphasis on the theme of democracy versus totalitarianism.” And by decade’s end, the AFL-CIO was devoting 20 percent of its budget to supporting democratic labor movements across the world. The spirit of Point Four was back.




    In Latin America, the Alliance for Progress evoked an enthusiastic popular response. But the continent’s leaders, many of them wealthy oligarchs, largely resisted reform. And even within the State Department’s Latin America division, the initiative met opposition, rendering its ultimate impact modest at best. More successful was the Peace Corps. As early as 1952, Connecticut senator Brien McMahon, addressing a meeting of the ADA, had proposed an “army” of young Americans who would scatter throughout the developing world as “missionaries of democracy.” Later, Humphrey took up the idea, and in 1961, Kennedy signed an executive order creating the program. Like the Alliance for Progress, the goal was to stop Communism by addressing the economic conditions that facilitated its spread. “Widespread poverty and chaos,” Kennedy said, “lead to a collapse of existing political and social structures, which would inevitably invite the advance of totalitarianism.” By the spring of 1964, there were 10,000 Peace Corps volunteers spread across the globe.




    In his dealings with developing nations, Kennedy also tried to move away from Dulles’s “us versus them” tunnel vision. “The independence of nations is a bar to the Communists’ ‘grand design,’ ” he said, “[but] it is the basis of our own.” And facing a potential crisis in Laos, he put theory into practice, negotiating an agreement that preserved its cold war neutrality rather than sending in arms and troops to capture it for America’s side.




    But there was a fundamental problem. The principle Kennedy was trying to implement—American support for non-Communist nationalism—took as its premise that genuine nationalist movements could never be Communist. Communism, Acheson had argued in 1947, “was not a doctrine which people picked up and looked over and either adopted or rejected.” It was brought about “either by an internal organization financed by other countries, or by external pressure to adopt a system of government which had the inescapable consequence of inclusion in the system of Russian power.” That had worked well enough for Truman. But in the developing world, where Communism’s anti-colonial stance gave it particular prestige, things were more complicated. In British Guiana, for instance, a tiny imperial holding on its way toward independence, Kennedy flagrantly contradicted his eloquent anticolonialism and urged London to scrap free elections because he feared an alleged Communist would win. Luckily, the British refused. In Vietnam, however, he and his successors were not so fortunate. Kennedy’s foreign policy team assumed that Ho Chi Minn—because he was a Communist—could not be the authentic voice of Vietnamese nationalism. Fortified by this assumption, the Kennedy and Johnson administrations set out to contain Communism in Indochina. Except that they were also trying to contain nationalism, which Kennedy had all but admitted the United States could not do. The more feverishly Kennedy’s whiz-kid advisers tried to square that circle, the deeper they sank—until antitotalitarian liberalism itself began to crack, and the struggle that ended in 1948 began anew.




    But in the early 1960s, those dark days seemed an eternity away. And if Kennedy’s short presidency did not replicate Truman’s foreign policy glory, it did bring liberalism’s greatest domestic dream to the brink of fruition. Despite his election eve call to Coretta Scott King, there were widespread doubts about Kennedy’s commitment to civil rights. And in his first two and half years in office, he did little to dispel them. He appointed more African Americans to government posts and frequently invited blacks to the White House, but that was about it. In April 1962, the ADA’s Joseph Rauh called the president’s record on the issue a “bitter disappointment.”




    Two forces, however, were pushing Kennedy toward action. The first was the nonviolent freedom movement gathering force throughout the South. And the second was the liberal interpretation of the cold war—the Kennedy administration’s desire to cast off what Secretary of State Dean Rusk called “the biggest single burden that we carry on our backs in foreign relations.” By the summer of 1963, Kennedy could no longer evade the issue. In April, when civil rights protesters tried to integrate Birmingham’s department stores and lunch counters, Sheriff Eugene “Bull” Connor ordered his men to attack them with fire hoses, clubs, and dogs. Two months later, Governor George Wallace defied a court order to integrate the University of Alabama, thumbing his nose at the federal government.




    Finally, Kennedy acted. On June 11, with the cameras rolling, his deputy attorney general confronted Wallace on the campus steps. And at eight o’clock that night, he addressed the nation, calling segregation a moral issue that could no longer be ignored. “When Americans are sent to Vietnam or West Berlin,” he said, linking civil rights and anti-Communism yet again, “we do not ask for whites only.” The following week, he sent civil rights legislation to Congress. In August, Martin Luther King addressed 250,000 people at the March on Washington. And in November, Kennedy flew to Dallas, where he was murdered.




    But the momentum for freedom was now too strong. In June 1964, with majority whip Hubert Humphrey as floor leader, the Senate broke its first civil rights filibuster in history and passed legislation guaranteeing equal access to employment and public accommodations. That fall, Lyndon Johnson won the biggest election victory in presidential history, and the Democratic Party built its largest congressional majorities since the 1930s. The vision born at the Willard Hotel—that by opposing totalitarianism the right way, America could become a better country—seemed to finally be coming true.




    The culmination came the following spring. In March 1965, civil rights protesters prepared to march from Selma, Alabama—a city whose population was more than 50 percent black and whose registration rolls were 99 percent white—to the state capital in Montgomery to dramatize the struggle for voting rights. As 600 peaceful demonstrators crossed the Edmund Pettus Bridge on the outskirts of the city, they were attacked by state troopers and sheriff’s deputies, in a beating so vicious it sent fifty people to the hospital.




    Eight days later, Lyndon Johnson addressed a joint session of Congress. Echoing Humphrey’s speech seventeen years earlier, he declared, “We have already waited a hundred years and more, and the time for waiting is gone.” He demanded immediate passage of a voting rights bill. And as he reached his speech’s conclusion, he paused, before uttering the words: “We shall overcome.” For a moment, the audience sat in shocked silence. One Southern congressman muttered, “Goddamn.” Then the chamber broke into a thunderous standing ovation. Watching on television from Selma, Martin Luther King did something his aides had never seen before. He began to cry.
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