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Preface

When Benjamin Franklin left the Constitutional Convention in Phila-
delphia in July 1787, a bystander reportedly asked him what sort of
government the delegates had created. “A republic,” he replied, “if you
can keep it.”

Keeping a republic is no easy task. The most important requirement
is the active involvement of an informed people committed to hon-
esty, civility, and selflessness—what the Founders called “republican
virtue.” Anchored by its Constitution, the American republic has en-
dured for more than 220 years, longer than any other republic in mod-
ern history.

But the road has not been smooth. The American nation came apart
in a violent civil war only 73 years after ratification of the Constitution.
When it was reborn five years later, both the republic and its Consti-
tution were transformed. Since then, the nation has had its ups and
downs, depending largely on the capacity of the American people to
tame, as Franklin put it, “their prejudices, their passions, their errors
of opinion, their local interests, and their selfish views.”

Our goal in writing Building the American Republic has been to
craft a clear, engaging, readable, and thoughtful narrative history of
the United States. In a world of increasing complexity and danger,
America’s civic tradition, both past and present, is a vital public asset
and a continuing source of national renewal. Those who want to build
abetter America, however they define it, must understand the nation’s
history, its place in the world, the growth of its institutions, and their
own role in preserving and reinvigorating the Republic.

Harry L. Watson
Jane Dailey



FIGURE 1. The Bosses of the Senate, by J. Ottmann Lith. Co., after Joseph Keppler,
published in Puck, January 23, 1889. Courtesy of the United States Senate, catalog
no. 38.00392.001.



CHAPTER 1

Incorpomtion, 1877—-1900

On July 2, 1881, the 20th president of the United States, James A. Gar-
field, was shot in the back as he walked through a railway station in
Washington, DC. His deranged assassin, Charles Guiteau, is frequently
described as a “disgruntled office-seeker,” and indeed he was: Guiteau
considered himself responsible for Garfield’s election and demanded
repeatedly to be appointed consul to Paris. The stricken president lin-
gered through the summer heat, suffering from infection, blood poi-
soning, and pneumonia. He succumbed to a massive heart attack on
September 19, 1881.

Garfield’s death was deeply disturbing to a nation still governed by
the Civil War generation. Poet Walt Whitman, who had spent the war
caring for wounded soldiers, captured the apprehension occasioned
by the second presidential assassination in fewer than 20 years. Of the
tolling bells that announced “the sudden death-news everywhere,”
Whitman wrote

The slumberers rouse, the rapport of the People,

(Full well they know that message in the darkness,

Full well return, respond within their breasts, their brains, the sad
reverberations,)

The passionate toll and clang— city to city, joining, sounding,
passing,

Those heart-beats of a Nation in the night.

Americans who had lived through the Civil War were not easily
rattled. They pulled up roots and settled the continent their fathers
had claimed but never truly conquered. They endured colossal loss of
life to achieve monumental feats of engineering such as the transcon-
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tinental railroad and the Brooklyn Bridge. They adapted to shifting,
even convulsive, economic conditions, spurred by a deluge of inven-
tions (like electricity). They tolerated if not necessarily celebrated the
strange languages and customs tucked away in the bags of millions of
newcomers to the nation’s shores.

What did frighten many Americans was anything that undermined
the fragile mutual understanding— the rapport— of the people. This
was especially true of future Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell
Holmes Jr., one of the most influential American thinkers of his (or
any other) time. Holmes saw the worst of the worst during his three
years with the 20th Regiment of the Massachusetts Volunteer Infan-
try, which suffered more battle deaths than all but four Union regi-
ments. Wounded three times himself, Holmes survived, but the war
convinced him that certitude is dangerous, and that only democracy
can prevent competing conceptions of how to live from overheating
and leading to violence. Whereas some —for example, white suprema-
cists and opponents of woman suffrage—worried that expanded ac-
cess to democracy would destroy American civilization, Holmes was
convinced that the only way to preserve the Republic, restored through
the sacrifice of millions, was to make sure that the political playing
field was as accessible and even as possible. Everyone must have a say.

For Holmes, participatory government— government of the people,
by the people, and for the people, as Lincoln had put it at Gettys-
burg—was the Republic, not a means to it. Lose one and the other dis-
appears. The fundamental unity of the people was maintained through
the democratic process. Threats to that process, whether violence,
corruption, unchecked power, overbearing wealth, or disenfranchise-
ment, endangered that sense of unity. Holmes understood that today’s
losers have to believe that victory is possible tomorrow. Loss of faith
in the system imperils the Republic itself.

A higher percentage of eligible voters participated in American
politics during the last third of the nineteenth century than any time
before or since. In presidential election years, turnout averaged 78 per-
cent, and this takes into account the suppression of black and white
Republicans by white supremacists in the South. Voters perceived fun-
damental differences between the two political parties. Democrats,
dominated by their southern wing, argued for the rights of the states
against an ever-expanding federal government. Republicans, em-
powered by the war and Reconstruction, embarked on a 40-year cru-
sade of nation-building. The future of that nation depended, in great
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measure, on the capacity of the American political system to absorb
newcomers— African Americans, immigrants, women—into the po-
litical system, and keep the peace.

In Motion

During the last third of the nineteenth century, the United States
underwent a rapid and profound economic revolution. This economic
transformation was rooted in abundant natural resources (e.g., land,
lumber, coal, and oil), an expanding market linked by new transporta-
tion and communications networks (railroads and telegraphs), a brim-
ming pool of labor constantly restocked from abroad, new forms of
business organization that facilitated both economic growth and con-
traction, and a strong federal government determined to incorporate
into the nation the territory (if not necessarily the indigenous peoples)
of the great American West.

IRON HORSES

The importance of railroads to late nineteenth-century American his-
tory cannot be overstated. US railroad mileage tripled between 1860
and 1880, and tripled again by 1920, opening vast western expanses
to commercial farming, facilitating a boom in coal and steel produc-
tion, and creating a truly national market for manufactured goods and
staples like beef and grain. Railroad cars transported the army that
“pacified” the Indians, and then unloaded the settlers who organized
and incorporated the West into the nation. No models of efficiency or
rationality themselves, railroads nonetheless created the conditions
that allowed other industries such as steel, grain, and meat-packing
to incorporate and innovate a new capitalist logic. Railroads came
to symbolize American progress. In his book Triumphant Democracy
(1886), steel magnate Andrew Carnegie declared, “The old nations of
the earth creep on at a snail’s pace; the Republic thunders past with
the rush of the express.”

Railroads changed everything they touched, beginning with space.
The transcontinental railroads effected a massive spatial turn: the axis
of North America, which had previously run North-South, was turned
East-West. Railroads altered people’s sense of time and space. Because
people experience distance in terms of time, linked by rail, places grew
closer together: what German philosopher Karl Marx called “the anni-
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hilation of space by time.” It took less time in 1880 to travel from Bos-
ton to Montana (a distance of circa 2,000 miles) than to Charleston (a
mere 1,017 miles). Together, railroads and telegraph systems, whose
lines were strung alongside tracks, “shrank the whole perceptual uni-
verse of North America.”

Beyond people’s understandings of time and space, railroads re-
organized time itself. Before 1883, clocks were set locally according
to the sun. Noon was the moment when the sun stood highest in the
midday sky, which varied according to longitude. When clocks read
noon in Chicago, it was 11:50 a.m. in St. Louis, 11:27 a.m. in Omabha,
and 12:18 p.m. in Detroit. Two trains running on the same tracks at the
same moment but with clocks reading different times could find them-
selves suddenly occupying the same space, with deadly consequences.
In November 1883, the railroad companies carved the continent into
four “standard” time zones, in each of which clocks would be set to
exactly the same time. Not that this meant the trains ran on time. As
one rider complained, the train “was seldom there when the schedule
said it would be, but occasionally it was, and [people] were amazed
and angry when they missed it.”

Railroads even liberated people from weather. When the Great
Lakes were frozen and nothing could move by ship, the railroads ran.
As one railroad promoter announced, “It is against the policy of Ameri-
cans to remain locked up by ice one half of the year.” Railroads allowed
an entrepreneurial butcher named Gustavus Swift to “store the winter”
by transporting ice, a large-bulk, low-value commodity, to the stock-
yards in Chicago, where meat-packers used it to create refrigerated
boxcars, which enabled them to ship beef and pork in all directions.

By the 1890s, five transcontinental rail lines linked western mines,
ranches, farms, and forests with eastern markets. The South, which
laid track even faster than the rest of the nation, became integrated
into this national market economy. With the trains came towns. Pre-
viously dominated by plantations, the southern landscape was dotted
with villages, whose numbers doubled between 1870 and 1880, and
then doubled again by 1900.

“VAST, TRACKLESS SPACES”:
THE TRANS-MISSISSIPPI WEST

What Walt Whitman referred to as the “vast, trackless spaces” of the
Trans-Mississippi West was first an extension of the Mexican North.
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The expansive territory that became the American West was nearly
all acquired from Mexico in 1848: California, Arizona, New Mexico,
Nevada, Colorado, and Utah. Many people were included in this trans-
fer, among them several major Indian nations, including the Papago,
Navajo, Puebloan, and Apache, as well as approximately 75,000 Mexi-
cans. The frontier experience of the American West was never an
encounter with virgin land. It was, instead, a process in which new
wilderness zones were created in places where civilizations had once
existed.

At first, Indians remained in their homelands. Americans were
quickly incorporated into the extensive Indian agricultural and trading
networks that characterized the southwestern United States. For ex-
ample, the Pima and Papago “River People” who dwelt along the Gila
and San Pedro Rivers supplied the US Army with a million pounds
of wheat in 1862, plus cotton, sugar, melons, beans, corn, and dried
pumpkins.

In 1869, Congress created the Board of Indian Commissioners,
which was composed of prominent evangelicals and humanitarians,
including old abolitionists, to oversee what President Ulysses S. Grant
and others termed the nation’s “Indian problem.” The commission
recommended replacing the treaty system, which had treated Indian
tribes as akin to sovereign nations, with a new legal status for “uncivi-
lized Indians” as “wards of the government.”

In a departure from the prior policy of Indian removal en masse
to another location, the commission recommended the creation of
reservations located far from ancestral lands as well as other popula-
tion centers. The goal was to isolate Indians from outside influences.
Under this plan, missionaries were in charge of Indian life. They re-
placed Indian languages, practices, and religion with English, Ameri-
can models of domestic agriculture, and Christianity. They sent Indian
children away to boarding school. In addition to supplanting native
cultural practices, the reservation arrangement also undercut the
ability of Indians to sustain themselves through trade or employment
off the reservation.

What was called the “Peace Policy” was welcomed with hostility
by many Indian nations. War with the Apaches broke out in Arizona.
In the Great Plains and on the West Coast, the US Army battled the
Lakota, Cheyenne, and Modoc Indians. President Grant remained un-
perturbed. In his opinion, Indians — even the warlike Apaches —could
“be civilized and made friends of the republic.”
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Republicans considered tribal sovereignty incompatible with the
national unity forged in the Civil War. In 1871, Congress stopped nego-
tiating new treaties with Indians and refused to recognize the indepen-
dent nation status of tribes. Under the terms of the 1887 Dawes General
Allotment Plan, Indians were required to distribute communal land
among individual families. Those who cooperated became US citizens.
So-called surplus land was sold to whites.

Indians held 138 million acres in 1887. During the following 47 years,
60 million acres were declared to be “surplus.” All told, nearly two-
thirds of tribal land was conveyed to Americans through a variety of
devices. Commissioner of Indian Affairs Francis Amasa Walker, the
government’s guardian for the native peoples, declared in 1872, “The
westward course of population is neither to be denied nor delayed for
the sake of the Indians. They must yield or perish.” Most tribes did
both.

MANIFEST DESTINY

Americans settled more land between 1870 and 1900 than in all their
previous history. The population of the territory to the west of Illinois
and Missouri mushroomed from 300,000 in 1860 to § million in 1900.
Much desirable land was beyond the reach of homesteaders, however.
Enormous grants of public land to subsidize railroad construction, the
distribution of land to Union veterans, and the use of dummy corpora-
tions allowed speculators (who acquired land not for its use but for its
resale value in a rising market) and mining, timber, and cattle compa-
nies to acquire land under falsified claims. Under the terms of the Rail-
way Act of 1864, railroad companies received 12,800 acres of public
land for every mile of track they laid. This land could serve as security
for bonds, or be sold to settlers, who paid for land their government
had given away to the railroads.

Article 3 of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 stipulated that “the
utmost good faith shall always be observed towards the Indians; their
lands and property shall never be taken from them without their con-
sent.” Americans never lived up to this ideal. Instead, they negotiated
treaties that pushed Indians westward, broke those treaties to expand
farther, and killed Indians who resisted. Sometimes white settlers
wanted Indian land to farm. Other times, they coveted water or right-
of-way (in the case of railroads) or minerals. In California, white
settlers fought a genocidal campaign against the native peoples there.
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Of some 150,000 Indians in California when gold was discovered there
in 1848, only 30,000 remained by 1860.

With Native American control weakened in the West, settlers
poured into the vast central plains. European immigrants, particularly
Scandinavians and Germans, established themselves in the north-
ern territories of Wisconsin, Minnesota, and the Dakotas. During the
period of mass immigration, one out of every two western settlers was
foreign-born.

American-born settlers also set out across the continent, including
large numbers of white and black southerners. Many rural blacks mi-
grated west to Kansas, Indiana, and Oklahoma, where land was plen-
tiful and cheap. “The Negro exodus now amounts to a stampede,” ex-
claimed one North Carolina white in 1890. African Americans also
gravitated toward industry, particularly mining. “It was easy,” one
miner recalled. “All you needed was a pair of gloves, overalls and ex-
perience and you could get hired anywhere.” The West had another
advantage over the South: as one settler wrote to a friend in Louisiana,
“They do not kill Negroes here for voting.”

Mass influx of settlers from the South and East provoked conflict
with Indian nations, some of whom defended their land fiercely and
resisted relocation to reservations. In 1876, during the Sioux Wars,
Cheyenne and Lakota warriors defeated an overconfident Lieutenant
Colonel George Armstrong Custer, killing him and all his men at the
Battle of Little Bighorn.

In the midst of a serious drought in 1889, Congress cut food aid to
several Indian nations, including the Lakota. Deaths from hunger and
disease rose on the reservations. Instead of an armed uprising, starving
Native Americans turned to the Ghost Dance, a spiritual movement as-
sociated with the teachings of the Northern Paiute spiritual leader Wo-
voka. The circle dance of the Ghost Dance represented a broad credo
of working the land, Anglo education, and, above all, nonviolence.

In 1890, the US Army massacred more than 150 Lakota, mainly
women and children, at Wounded Knee Creek in South Dakota. Some
of the Lakota at Wounded Knee were among those who had routed
George Custer at Little Bighorn. The massacre has been associated
with the Ghost Dance, but in fact was unrelated. The Ghost Dance
continued into the twentieth century, practiced by Indians across the
country.
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IMMIGRATION, MIGRATION, AND URBANIZATION

The population of the United States quadrupled in the half century
following the Civil War. High birth rates and wave after wave of immi-
grants pushed the population to more than 75 million by 1900, leaving
America the second-most populous nation in the world.

Immigrants gambling on the wonders of America flooded embarka-
tion centers in New York, Galveston, and San Francisco. Some were
pulled by the prospect of a higher standard of living. Others were
pushed by one or more of several factors, including political oppres-
sion, religious persecution, war, and interethnic rivalries. Still others
were simply trying to escape overbearing parents. Between 1879 and
1915, 25 million immigrants arrived “yearning to breathe free,” in the
words inscribed on the Statue of Liberty. By then, immigrants made
up nearly 15 percent of the American population.

Although some immigrants joined the stream of western settle-
ment, most gravitated to the jobs, educational opportunities, and
ethnic communities of urban America. In a relatively brief period,
America’s population shifted from one with predominantly British
(including Scots and Irish) and German roots to a much more hetero-
geneous mix. Over half of the 3.5 million immigrants who entered the
United States in the 1890s came from Italy and the Russian and Austro-
Hungarian Empires of central and eastern Europe. The vast majority
of them were Catholic. However, hundreds of thousands were Jews,
the first major influx of non-Christian immigrants to the United States.

Increasingly “exotic” immigrants and their American-born children
constituted a majority in the nation’s largest cities—a fact that wor-
ried many native-born Americans. Some charged that immigration
diluted American society by allowing “inferior” races to outnumber
the Anglo-Saxons. New immigrants, wrote Commissioner of Indian
Affairs Francis Amasa Walker in 1880, were “beaten men from beaten
races.”

One immigrant group concerned white Americans more than any
other: the Chinese. The first federal legislation designed to discourage
immigration was the Page Law of 1875, which was aimed at single Chi-
nese women on the assumption that they were prostitutes. Pressed by
nativists in California, Congress passed a more comprehensive law in
1882 that banned further immigration of Chinese laborers. The Chi-
nese Exclusion Act criminalized what had been a normal movement of
global labor and stigmatized Chinese Americans as unassimilable —as
incapable of ever becoming truly “American.”
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Urban immigrants were joined by millions of native-born farm boys
and girls. Between 1879 and 1920, nearly 11 million Americans moved
from rural areas to the burgeoning cities of New York, Chicago, St.
Louis, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Houston. Newcomers and
native-born alike streamed into the industrial labor force, which grew
even faster than the general population. By century’s end, industrial
workers constituted more than a third of the American population.
Class boundaries increasingly ran along ethnic, religious, and racial
lines.

Between 1860 and 1890, America went from a predominantly ho-
mogenous nation to one defined as much by difference as by similarity.
The United States was largely an agricultural nation through the Civil
War, but by 1880 a majority of the American workforce was engaged
in nonfarming jobs. Thanks to a host of technological innovations,
those who remained on the land farmed on a scale unimaginable a
generation earlier. Cities exploded, buoyed by a constant stream of
newcomers. In those cities, the outlines of a new American working
class—one dominated by immigrants—were already visible.

The Labor Question

What was referred to euphemistically as “the Labor question” was
the political issue of the late nineteenth century. The political econo-
mist Henry George observed in the 1870s, “Work is the producer of
all wealth. How does it happen that the working class is always the
poorer class?” In the fifty years that followed, this statement lost none
of its force.

The juxtaposition of a new industrial class and a growing army of
workers raised questions about the relationship between the Repub-
lic’s economy and its political system. Walt Whitman posed the ques-
tion starkly: “If the United States, like the countries of the Old World,
are also to grow vast crops of poor, desperate, dissatisfied, nomadic,
miserably-waged populations, such as we see looming upon us of
late years . . . then our republican experiment, notwithstanding all its
surface-successes, is at heart an unhealthy failure.”

FREE LABOR

In 1870, most industrial workers still subscribed to the free-labor ide-
ology of antebellum America. This system, with its explicit promise of
economic upward mobility for those with the character and diligence
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to earn it, was premised on the idea that wage labor was not a per-
manent condition. Labor was a means to self-improvement: today’s
workers were tomorrow’s farmers and shopkeepers. As long as the
boundary between wage earner and property owner seemed perme-
able, workers remained confident in their own ability to succeed.

Faith in advancement muted criticism of industrial working con-
ditions. The average workweek in the 1870s was 59 hours, or six 10-
hour days. America was the only industrial nation in the world with
no workers’ compensation program to support workers injured on
the job. Predictably, the United States had the highest accident rate in
the world. Thousands inhaled toxic gases in fetid coal mines or lint in
cotton mills, were burned working with molten steel, and lost fingers
and limbs in factories to machines with unguarded moving parts. Be-
tween 1890 and 1917, 230,000 railroad employees died on the job, and
close to 2 million more were injured. Laws to improve safety condi-
tions were denounced by owners as “class legislation” that favored one
group (workers) at the expense of another (employers).

Divided along regional, occupational, ethnic, and linguistic lines,
labor was slow to organize. After the Civil War, a group of craft unions,
local ethnic associations, and unskilled workers united in the National
Labor Union (NLU). The NLU condemned wage labor as enslaving
and undemocratic. Calling themselves “masters of their own time,” the
NLU’s 600,000 members devoted themselves to winning the eight-
hour day. The NLU’s demand for “eight hours for work; eight hours
for rest; eight hours for what we will!” announced the determination
of the new industrial working class to assert their independence from
their employers and bolster their authority as citizens.

The Noble and Holy Order of the Knights of Labor left a more en-
during imprint on American labor politics than the NLU. Founded in
1869, the Knights combined the social network of a fraternal order,
the labor focus of a trade union, and the reform instinct of a political
party. The constitution of the Knights of Labor announced, “We de-
clare an inevitable and irresistible conflict between the wage-system
of labor and the republican system of government.” After a successful
and well-publicized railroad strike in 1885, membership skyrocketed.
By 1886, as many as 20 percent of American workers were affiliated
with the Knights, united under the motto “An Injury to One Is an In-
jury to All.” The Knights of Labor were active in the South as well as
the North, enrolling blacks as well as whites, women as well as men.
In the West, however, the Knights were deeply involved in the anti-
Chinese movement.
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The American Federation of Labor (AFL), founded in 1886, pro-
vided an alternative to the Knights’ cooperative vision. Led by Samuel
Gompers, a cigar-chomping pragmatist from London, the AFL ac-
cepted the new economic reality that most workers would be per-
manent wage earners rather than proprietors. Eschewing the class-
conscious language of the Knights, Gompers spoke of “working
people” and explained that he wanted workers understood as “real
human beings . . . with the same desires and hopes of a better life” as
other Americans. Preferring to practice “pure and simple unionism,”
meaning a narrow focus on wages, hours, and working conditions,
the AFL did not run candidates for office. Unlike the Knights, which
welcomed unskilled workers, the AFL focused on organizing skilled
labor. Gompers positioned union members as “average”—literally
in the middle of the social spectrum between an impoverished and
potentially dangerous mass below and an unworthy elite above.

RISK MANAGEMENT

Gilded Age America (so dubbed by Mark Twain, for the era’s flamboy-
ance and seeming superficiality) was marked by an unprecedented ex-
pansion of economic output. The gross national product quadrupled
from $9 billion to $37 billion between 1869 and 1901. Steel production
increased from 77,000 tons in 1870 to 11,270,000 tons in 1900. Exports
surged from $234 million in 1865 to $1.5 billion by 1900. Vast fortunes
were made—and lost—overnight.

Celebrants of cutthroat capitalism explained vast divergences in
fortune among groups and individuals through what they called Social
Darwinism, after English naturalist Charles Darwin. Darwin’s trans-
formative 1859 book On the Origin of Species argued that the diversity
of life on earth had evolved from a common source through a pro-
cess of natural selection that privileged and perpetuated species that
adapted to changes in environment.

Darwin did not use the phrase “survival of the fittest”—that was
coined by British philosopher Herbert Spencer, who adapted Darwin’s
concept to his own thinking on social and economic competition: In
a process as natural as cream rising to the top of the milk bottle, those
with talent, industry, and perseverance would succeed while others
would fail. Whether nations, races, or individuals, those who suc-
ceeded would be rewarded with wealth, power, and acclaim. Winners
deserved what they got—they earned it. So did losers.

Spencer’s ideas resonated with America’s entrepreneurs, whose
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vast and ever-expanding wealth was so unprecedented that a new vo-
cabulary had to be coined to describe them: “tycoons,” “Robber Bar-
ons,” “magnates.” In New York City, the number of millionaires in-
creased from a few dozen in 1860 to hundreds by 1865. By 1890, the
wealthiest 1 percent of the population had the same total income as
the bottom half of the population and owned more property than the
remaining 98 percent combined. Scottish-born steel tycoon Andrew
Carnegie, who began his career at age 13 in a cotton mill, dedicated a
chapter of his autobiography to “Herbert Spencer and His Disciple.”
The owner of Standard Oil of Ohio, John D. Rockefeller, showcased
his own adaptive talents when he combined Spencerian insights with
Baptist doctrine and insisted that “the growth of a large business is
merely survival of the fittest, the working out of a law of nature and a
law of God.” Other denominations agreed. “The race is to the strong,”
pronounced the Episcopal bishop of Massachusetts, who assured rich
men, “Godliness is in league with riches.” Competition was good; it
weeded out the weak and assured the survival of the strong.

Sometimes. But competition could also be destructive. Railroads
overbuilt and then undercut each other’s freight rates to the point
where they were all losing money. Fierce competition in the emerging
oil industry was creating “a state of chaos,” complained Rockefeller.

Atthe end of the nineteenth century, during the great merger move-
ment that created the trusts and gave antitrust law its name, “social-
ism” meant an imposed absence of competition, not public ownership.
Business fluctuations were understood to be the result of a lack of eco-
nomic coordination. The key to limiting industrial risk was to elimi-
nate “ruinous” competition through corporate consolidation. Like life
or fire insurance, the corporation was designed to manage risk.

FROM STRIFE TO COOPERATION

A corporation is a legally sanctioned fiction that a group of people
collectively constitute a single legal entity—a corporation. Like indi-
vidual citizens, corporations can hold property, sue and be sued, and
enter contracts. Unlike citizens, corporations cannot participate in po-
litical life by voting, serving on juries, or running for office. Corpora-
tions have two chief advantages over other forms of ownership: they
ease access to capital by pooling assets, and they distribute risk across
multiple shoulders. Centralized managerial control allows for effective
negotiation (with labor, suppliers, transportation), administrative effi-
ciency, and industrial integration.
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Integration comes in two shapes: vertical and horizontal. Horizon-
tal integration is the merging of competitors into one big company —
what people in the nineteenth century called “trusts.” Mergers benefit
the corporation by limiting competition. Taken to the extreme, they
can create a monopoly—a business with so much market share that it
need not price its goods or services competitively. Vertical integration
combines multiple entities involved in different stages of product cre-
ation and delivery to accomplish in one massive corporation what had
previously involved the combined efforts of many different businesses.
When today’s computer companies make everything but their proces-
sors, they engage in a form of modified vertical integration.

Rockefeller was the master of both forms of integration. By 1879,
Standard Oil controlled over 9o percent of American oil production.
A congressional investigative committee found “that the Standard Oil
Company brooks no competition; that its settled policy and firm de-
termination is to crush out all who may be rash enough to enter the
field against it; that it hesitates at nothing in the accomplishment of
this purpose.” Portrayed as heartless, Rockefeller was no more ruthless
than his competitors. He was more organized, more efficient, more
far-sighted. The key to business success in these years was not only
individual striving but effective combination. “The incalculable,” tu-
tored Rockefeller, “must give way to the rational, strife to coopera-
tion.”

Cooperation proceeded apace in the 1880s and 1890s. Trusts pro-
liferated as businesses became aware of their effectiveness. Large
companies like American Telegraph and Telephone (AT&T), Gen-
eral Electric, and the American Tobacco Company followed Standard
Oil’s example and virtually monopolized their respective industries.
The bigger the company, the more capable it was of buying its com-
petitors or running them out of business. The bigger it got, the easier it
became to set its own prices, unencumbered by competition.

The immense power wielded by the trusts was not lost on small
businesses and farmers, consumers and workers, who came to re-
gard the trusts as potent agents of undue power and unfair advantage.
Widespread worry about the concentration of economic power led
to the passage of the Sherman Antitrust Act in 1890. The act was de-
signed to protect consumers by prohibiting various practices consid-
ered to be anticompetitive.

Like industrialists, farmers were exposed to the unpredictability of
the market. As American agriculture shifted from subsistence farming
to the production of cash crops, farmers were exposed to new risks.
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By the 1890s, entire regions farmed a single crop, such as cotton or
wheat, which left everyone exposed to fluctuations in market prices.
This market was becoming more international, too. American farmers
might see high wheat prices owing to a drought in Poland, or low ones
caused by a bumper crop in Argentina or Canada.

LABOR POLITICS

Many Americans worried that economic inequality and workplace an-
tagonism would divide the nation’s citizens along class lines and spill
over into politics. It did. Those who had recently fought a war that
eradicated slave labor and the political economy it built understood
that politics and economics were part of the same system. Because even
noncitizen white men could vote almost everywhere, the potential po-
litical power of American workers was always a factor to consider.

By the late nineteenth century, the independent artisan and the
skilled industrial worker had all but disappeared. In their place stood
deep ranks of unskilled workers, including agricultural laborers,
industrial “pick and shovel men,” miners, and assembly-line factory
workers. In industry after industry, workers with specialized knowl-
edge and skills were replaced with machines that could be operated
by unskilled workers, including children. The 1880 census counted
more than one million wageworkers under the age of 16. Unskilled
workers earned less than half the daily wage of skilled workers. De-
pending on the state of the economy, between 20 percent and 50 per-
cent of unskilled workers found themselves out of work for three or
more months each year.

A new term was coined in 1887 to describe the growing phenome-
non of widespread involuntary joblessness: “unemployment.” Whereas
employers were content to maintain a “reserve army” of labor available
to be called up at any time, working-class leaders began to ask if there
was a right to work—or if there was at least a right to some hedge
against the overwhelming anxiety of providing for oneself and one’s
family during periods of unemployment.

The decade known as the Great Upheaval was marked by thousands
of strikes involving more than a million workers that culminated in a
nationwide general strike for the eight-hour day on May 1, 1886. The
eight-hour day movement addressed both workers’ quality of life and
unemployment by spreading jobs around. “Never before has any-
thing of the kind occurred,” observed Banker’s Magazine in 1886. “The
strikes now raging are like a huge wave rolling over the land.”
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In Chicago, a parade of 40,000 for the eight-hour day merged with
a strike at the McCormick reaper factory in which four workers were
killed by police. A small, mostly German anarchist group called a mass
meeting for the following night in Haymarket Square to protest police
brutality. As the final speaker concluded on the evening of May 4, a
large group of policemen arrived and ordered the crowd to disperse.
Suddenly, a bomb of unknown origin exploded among the police, kill-
ing one officer and fatally injuring seven others. The police fired into
the crowd, killing a half dozen and wounding approximately 100, in-
cluding 60 of their own officers.

In the first-ever Red Scare in America, Chicago police raided the
meeting places of anarchists, socialists, and other labor leaders indis-
criminately, detaining hundreds. Eight defendants, seven of whom
were anarchists and all but one of whom was German-speaking, stood
trial for the bombing in the summer of 1886.

Although testimony showed that six of the eight defendants were
not in Haymarket Square when the bomb was thrown, the state in-
sisted that whereas “perhaps none of these men personally threw the
bomb, they each and all abetted, encouraged and advised the throw-
ing of it, and are therefore as guilty as the individual who in fact threw
it” Exhorted by the state attorney general to hang the defendants and
“save our institutions,” the jury found all eight defendants guilty of
murder, and sentenced seven to death. Of the eight, one committed
suicide in jail, three had their sentences commuted in 1893, and four
were hanged on November 11, 1886. Two hundred thousand Chica-
goans lined the street to witness the funeral procession.

LABOR WARS

In the 1890s, industrial workers waged a series of strikes so brutal on
both sides that historians have dubbed them the “labor wars.” In east-
ern Tennessee, coal miners struck to protest the use of convict labor.
The militant Western Federation of Miners was born in Coeur d’Alene,
Idaho, in a bloody battle with management. The port of New Orleans
was closed down by an interracial strike of dock workers. In the con-
text of yet another raging depression resulting in millions of unem-
ployed, labor fought for the right to organize and bargain with bosses
collectively through unions for higher wages, better working condi-
tions, shorter hours, and control of the work process.

In the 1870s, steel king Andrew Carnegie wrote that “the right of
the workingmen to combine and form trades-unions is not less sacred
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than the right of the manufacturer to enter into association and con-
ferences with his fellows.” By 1892 he had changed his mind. A strike
at Carnegie’s Homestead Mills led by the Amalgamated Association of
Iron and Steel Workers pitted the rights of labor, including the right
to organize, against the rights of private property. Carnegie’s manager
Henry Clay Frick employed a “take no hostages” approach to the strik-
ing workers, and sicced a large force of private Pinkerton detectives on
them. When the workers fought off the Pinkertons and occupied the
factory, Frick demanded National Guard troops to protect the mills.

The presence of National Guard troops in Homestead raised a ques-
tion labor and capital encountered often in the 1880s and 1890s: how
far would the state go to protect private property? The answer to this
question depended in good measure on who was running the state,
and which branch of government was involved.

The drafters of the 1890 Sherman Antitrust Act intended the law to
check corporate power. But courts found that labor strikes and boy-
cotts were forms of market restraint, and turned the act against labor.
Under the common law, it had once been a tort—an act that caused
someone harm—for an employer to lure away another employer’s
workers. Judges now applied this thinking to labor organizations
that encouraged sympathy strikes, in which workers for Company B
walked off the job in support of the striking workers of Company A.
Courts began to issue injunctions— court orders that forbid specific
actions—against labor organizers. Judge and future president William
Howard Taft explained the difference between a lawful strike, which
was for the “purpose of selling the labor of those engaged in it” for
a good price on good terms, and an illegal boycott, in which other
workers withdrew their labor in solidarity with striking workers in an
effort to induce a third party —the bosses of the striking workers—to
act. Labor leaders who disobeyed injunctions risked contempt charges
and jail.

After four and a half months, the Amalgamated capitulated. The
mills opened in November. The company slashed wages, reinstated the
12-hour day, and fired 500 people associated with the union. Home-
stead’s production tripled and its profits rose tenfold between 1892
and 1900.

Enlightened Selfishness: Reforming Politics and People

In a time of massive social and economic change, Americans ques-
tioned the role and purpose of government. There was no returning to
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the antebellum world of a federal government that consisted of a small
army and a large post office. It was clear to everyone that government
could do many things. The question was, what should it do? What were
the practical and constitutional limits to its authority? James G. Blaine,
a highly influential Republican senator and perennial presidential con-
tender, wrote in 1884 that “the basis of much that is wisest in legis-
lation” was “enlightened selfishness.” Americans spent the last third
of the nineteenth century trying to determine the correct balance be-
tween those two words.

PATRONAGE POLITICS

Nineteenth-century political parties and their supporters inhabited a
world of mutual obligation. Voters turned out for their party in droves.
The winning party gained access to thousands of state and federal jobs,
and parceled them out to their faithful supporters. Growing federal
agencies such as the Pension Bureau and the Post Office employed
thousands of men and women. Some government posts, such as the
head of the New York Custom House (which collected millions of dol-
lars in duties on imported goods), exercised considerable commercial
power. State-level political machines employed thousands of workers
in government positions and “get out the vote” organizations, and had
operating budgets that rivaled the largest corporations.

Capturing the patronage required winning elections. Political cam-
paigns were funded through a combination of state and federal pa-
tronage and assessments levied on officeholders (effectively a tax on
those who held patronage positions). Parties were a vital mechanism
of government. As British observer Lord James Price explained in
1895, “Party organizations in fact form a second body of political ma-
chinery, existing side by side with that of the legally constituted gov-
ernment, and scarcely less complicated. Politics, considered not as the
science of government, but as the art of winning elections and secur-
ing office, has reached in the United States a development surpassing
in elaborateness that of Britain or France.”

Political machines were especially powerful in the cities. The ma-
chines indoctrinated new immigrants and found them jobs. On Elec-
tion Day, the machines paid voters’ poll taxes, marched them to the
polls, distributed premarked ballots, and passed out cigars and whis-
key. Supporters of the secret ballot and other electoral reforms con-
sidered this sort of reciprocal politics corruption. The parties and their
supporters called it loyalty and friendship.
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Congress made no sincere effort to reform the patronage system
until President Garfield’s assassination, when his successor, Chester A.
Arthur, insisted on change. No one was better situated for this task
than Arthur. A classic product of the spoils system himself, Arthur’s
cronyism in the 1870s was so overt that President Hayes stripped him
of his post as head of the New York Custom House. The reformist 1883
Pendleton Act established a Civil Service Commission, implemented
entrance exams for incoming government employees, and prohibited
political assessments.

The end of the spoils system of jobs and assessments eroded party
loyalty and forced politicians to find alternative sources to fund their
campaigns. Federal and state officeholders turned to their “friends” in
business. Railroad lawyers, insurance executives, and corporate man-
agers stalked the floor of Congress. By 1888, the Senate was accurately
described as a “Millionaire’s Club,” whose members— elected by state
legislatures, not directly by the people —represented various “princi-
palities and powers in business.”

Municipal politicians found revenue in city services. The Tammany
machine in New York City charged patrolmen upwards of $500 for the
privilege of joining the police force. Patrolmen, in turn, levied “taxes”
on both legal and illegal businesses. Licensed liquor dealers paid be-
tween $5 and $20 a month. Pushcart vendors were charged $60. At a
charge of $250 and up, unlicensed saloons paid dearly for the drinks
they poured. An 1894 report estimated the annual cost of police “fees”
in New York at $7 million.

Such endemic corruption characterized American party politics
because the Constitution, which provided for elections, offered no
advice about how to conduct them or fund campaigns. Torchlight
processions cost money, as did treating voters to rounds of drinks in
saloons. Assessing the period, historian Gary Gerstle concludes that
“the vulnerability of the American democratic system to graft was
chronic and even systemic.”

THE BUSINESS OF GOVERNMENT

Money questions arising from the Civil War preoccupied Americans
for the final third of the nineteenth century. Like the Confederacy, the
Union government financed the war through a combination of cur-
rency expansion (literally printing money, known as “greenbacks” for
their color), bonds (government debt), taxes, and tariffs (duties) on
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imported goods. In 1866, Congress resolved to “retire” the greenbacks
by buying them with gold coin. The trouble was, greenbacks were a de-
preciated currency. It took $130 in greenbacks to acquire $100 in gold.
Although the dollar bill claimed to be worth one dollar, the market
treated it as if it were worth only 77 cents. Rather than buy gold with
their greenbacks, debtors used them to pay off their loans. Lenders,
understandably, were unenthusiastic about this arrangement.

Postwar Congresses eliminated or lowered many wartime taxes, but
held firm on the tariff, which generated most of the revenue necessary
to run the government and reduce the national debt. Like taxes, tariffs
were a government-mandated redistribution of economic resources —
in this case, from consumers to producers. The tariff protected Ameri-
can manufacturers from foreign competition by effectively raising the
price of imports. Tariff reduction became the lodestar of progressive
politics because it revealed so clearly the ways in which federal eco-
nomic policies could favor or harm specific regions and interests, and
expand or limit the activities of the government.

Before 1873, gold and silver coins circulated alongside the green-
backs and private banknotes. When the market price of silver exceeded
its mint price, however, people stopped using silver dollars and melted
them instead. The Coinage Act of 1873, which ended the production of
silver dollars, reflected this reality. But when rich new silver mines in
the West glutted the market and the price of silver fell a few years later,
silver producers demanded repeal of what they called the Crime of ’73.
The Bland-Allison Act of 1878 allowed the Treasury to purchase lim-
ited quantities of silver and produce silver coins once again. Congress
overrode Republican president Benjamin Harrison’s veto.

Silver promised to make a capitalist economy that seemed rigged
in the interest of manufacturing and finance through the tariff more
equitable. Farmers and workers joined in the chorus for “free silver”
(the free supply of silver coins) because they understood that it would
increase the money supply, and therefore lower the real burden of
their debts—which, after all, were inflated because of protective tar-
iffs. They were taken aback by the fervent opposition to free silver by
business and manufacturing interests, and their representatives in gov-
ernment.

The silver question was only one facet of a broader debate about the
role and responsibility of government. To what extent, if any, could
government, whether state or federal, attempt to manage the econ-
omy? To what ends? “There should be some things to which the whole
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people of the United States shall accustom themselves to look to the
General Government as a benefactor,” insisted Republican senator
George F. Hoar of Massachusetts. Democrats disagreed, arguing in-
stead that government aid was paternalistic and tempted the people to
a “pitiful calculation of the sordid gain to be derived from their Gov-
ernment’s maintenance.”

FARMERS

The currency issue was relevant to everyone, but was especially im-
portant to farmers. Collectively, farmers produced more goods, paid
more taxes, and cast more votes than any other group of Gilded Age
Americans. Yet their voices seemed to go unheard in Washington, and
they felt exploited and abused by business at every level. This was par-
ticularly the case when it came to transporting, storing, and selling
their crops. Cotton and grain farmers in the South and Midwest were
perennially at the mercy of railroads and commodity storage and ex-
change systems, which often monopolized routes and set their own
prices. “We have three crops,” lamented a Nebraskan, “corn, freight
rates, and interest. The farmers farm the land, and the businessmen
farm the farmers.”

Like workers, farmers with little bargaining power as individuals
banded together. The Patrons of Husbandry, or the Grange, peaked in
the 1870s with 1.5 million members. To increase the bargaining power
of its members, the Grange established its own warehouses, cotton
gins, and grain elevators in an effort to encourage collective buying
and selling. The Granger Laws, a series of laws passed at the state level,
asserted the right of government to regulate grain elevators and rail-
road rates.

In Munn v. lllinois (1877), the Supreme Court of the United States
ruled 7-2 that the state of Illinois could constitutionally regulate a pri-
vate business in the public interest. When one “devotes his property
to a use in which the public has an interest,” the court declared, “he, in
effect, grants to the public an interest in that use, and must submit to
be controlled by the public for the common good.” Because both grain
elevators and railroads constituted virtual monopolies, they were vul-
nerable to regulation by the people. Munn v. Illinois opened the door
to state regulation of the boundary between private interest and public
good on economic matters.

Congress has the power to regulate commerce among the states. In
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1887, Congress passed the Interstate Commerce Act and created the
first independent regulatory agency, the Interstate Commerce Com-
mission (ICC), to ensure that railroad rates were “reasonable and just.”
The act prohibited discriminatory pricing mechanisms, required that
railroads both publish and honor their rates, and forced the railways to
submit their account books (what historian Richard White considers
“one of the nineteenth century’s great fictional genres”) to annual fi-
nancial reporting. The law lacked teeth, however, which suited the rail-
road companies just fine. “It satisfies the public clamor for a govern-
ment supervision of railroads,” wrote corporate lawyer Richard Olney,
“at the same time that the supervision is almost entirely nominal.”

The Farmers’ Alliance, which succeeded the Grange, continued to
ask questions about how to fund government and about the role of
government in regulating commerce. In the 1890s, the federal govern-
ment had two main sources of funding: the tariff and the liquor tax. In
1894, farmers tired of subsidizing the government through the tariff
succeeded in pushing the first-ever federal income tax through Con-
gress. The Supreme Court nullified it a year later. The majority opin-
ion called the law a “communistic” assault on property. In an impas-
sioned dissent, Justice Henry Billings Brown characterized the court’s
decision as “nothing less than the surrender of the taxing power to the
moneyed class.”

THE FARMERS ALLIANCE

By 1890, the Alliance movement had outposts from California to New
York. The 1.5 million members of the Alliance —at least one-quarter of
whom were women —were joined by an affiliated Colored Farmers’
Alliance with over a million members. The slogan of the Southern Alli-
ance captured the essence of the movement: “Equal rights to all, spe-
cial privileges to none.” A chief goal was to free working Americans,
including farmers, from a demeaning dependence on those who other-
wise controlled the economy.

Organizing agricultural workers was daunting. The Farmers’ Alli-
ance spread its message through traveling lecturers and sympathetic
newspapers. Alliance organizers were most successful in places, such
as Texas, that had experienced rapid population growth in the 1870s
and 1880s with the advent of commercial agriculture. Landowners (as
opposed to agricultural wage workers and sharecroppers) dominated
the order and set its agenda.



22 * CHAPTER ONE

In 1890, Alliance members met in Ocala, Florida, and issued the
Ocala Demands. The farmers’ manifesto expressed deep distrust of
“the money power”—banks and corporations whose financial power
allowed them to manipulate a supposedly “free” market. As Mary
Lease lectured across Kansas, “Wall Street owns the country. It is no
longer a government of the people, by the people and for the people,
but a government of Wall Street, by Wall Street and for Wall Street.”
Alliance members called on government to even the economic play-
ing field and reduce tariffs on imported merchandise, regulate railroad
rates, and expand the currency supply through bimetallism (silver). In
addition, the platform called for a federal income tax to support the
functions of government, and popular election of US senators.

In 1891, delegates from the many Alliances, the Knights of Labor,
the AFL, and other reform groups (100 of them African American)
met in St. Louis to discuss forming a third national political party.
In the presidential election year of 1892, more than a thousand like-
minded delegates met in Omaha, Nebraska, to form the independent
People’s Party. Representing the “producing classes” of small farmers
and wage laborers, the Populists, as they were known, denounced a
nation “brought to the verge of moral, political, and material ruin”
by economic inequality and political corruption, and announced that
“the fruits of the toil of millions are boldly stolen to build up colossal
fortunes for a few, unprecedented in the history of mankind.”

The Omaha platform proposed a coherent program of far-reaching
economic change through government action. Declaring that the time
had come “when the railroad corporation will either own the people or
the people must own the railroads,” the party called for public owner-
ship of transportation (railroads) and communication (telegraphs).
The Populists demanded a flexible national currency and banking sys-
tem that favored the credit needs of producers, a graduated federal in-
come tax, postal savings accounts, the popular initiative and referen-
dum, popular election of US senators, and opposition to “any subsidy
or national aid to any private corporation for any purpose.” The Popu-
lists” proposed Subtreasury Plan was a national system of farm credit,
warehousing, and marketing with a confusing name.

The Populist manifesto pit collective ownership and control against
private ownership of vital sectors of the economy having to do with ex-
change, especially money and transportation. More noteworthy than
any of its specific proposals was its insistence on government responsi-
bility for the economic well-being of the nation, and the need to estab-
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lish reliable democratic controls over corporate capitalism. Populists
were not backward-looking —far from it. Their grasp of the interlock-
ing nature of democratic politics and government regulation of the
economy was as far-seeing as it was unprecedented.

Upheavals

ORGANIZED WOMEN

The Fourteenth Amendment (1868) required a reduction in represen-
tation in Congress for any state that denied the right to vote to any
of its male citizens. This left womanhood the primary marker of dis-
enfranchisement in the United States. Supporters of woman suffrage
adopted two very different approaches to address this problem. The
American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA), led by Bostonians
Lucy Stone and Henry Blackwell, formulated a race-based “South-
ern strategy” designed to allow white women access to the polls while
denying it to black women. The National Woman’s Suffrage Associa-
tion (NWSA), led by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony,
made the case for female enfranchisement through the language of
male despotism. Turning to familiar republican language about caste,
Stanton and Anthony argued that the white man’s democracy of the
antebellum years had been replaced by “an aristocracy of sex.” Stanton
was not above making racist and nativist arguments—why should a
black man or an Irish immigrant vote when noble Anglo-Saxon Ameri-
can women such as she could not? Her main argument, however, was
that democracy should not exclude women.

Woman suffrage got nowhere during the 1870s, especially after
the Supreme Court held in Minor v. Happersett (1875) that women’s
rights as citizens did not include the right to vote. In Bradwell v. Illinois
(1873), the court upheld the notion of coverture, in which “a woman
had no legal existence separate from her husband, who was regarded
as her head and representative in the social state.” Elizabeth Cady Stan-
ton, married and the mother of seven, was livid: “In crowning all men
with this dignity, denying it to all women, we have established here the
most odious form of aristocracy the world has ever seen—an aristoc-
racy of sex . .. that exalts . . . the son above the mother who bore him.”

With woman suffrage stymied, temperance became the main ve-
hicle for women’s rights. Dating back to the 1820s, the temperance
movement was always associated with women’s rights, because the
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campaign against alcohol was designed to protect women and children
from abusive male power. Focused initially on changing individual be-
havior, by the mid-1870s the movement aimed to abolish the liquor
trade. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), founded
in 1874, was the most powerful women’s organization in the country.
The WCTU was led by Frances Willard, the first Dean of Women at
Northwestern University. Happily unmarried, Willard was a staunch
woman suffragist. “If we are ever to save the State,” she declared, “we
must enfranchise the sex. . . . Give us the vote, in order that we may
help in purifying politics.”

“Purifying politics” was a far cry from liberating womankind from
the tyranny of men. The WCTU did not challenge male authority. In-
stead, it concentrated on changing men—the source of so many of
women’s problems—by teaching them to honor and respect women.
The organization’s agenda went far beyond shutting down the liquor
trade and the other vices that found a home in saloons: gambling, to-
bacco, and prostitution. WCTU women wanted to abolish the “white
slave trade” (sexual trafficking), eradicate venereal disease, and en-
courage men to share power and resources with their wives. “It is her
income as well as yours,” the organization lectured, and urged hus-
bands not to drink away the family’s resources. In the hands of the
WCTU, temperance and woman suffrage were designed to make
women better mothers. The WCTU, concludes historian Christine
Stansell, made suffrage safe.

By 1890, Christian redemption replaced the Constitution as the
centerpiece of the suffrage campaign. While appealing in many ways
to many people, this politics of redeemed women and unredeemed
men was easily adaptable to antidemocratic uses. It could be turned
against racial, ethnic, and religious minorities (“backward” peoples,
“inferior” civilizations). And even as the WCTU scorned male weak-
ness and depravity and celebrated female moral superiority, it left un-
challenged the legal and economic bases of male privilege. The focus
on motherhood as the central value of the women’s movement per-
petuated the “sentimental nonsense” (in Stanton’s words) that women
were “above men, celestial, ethereal.”

ONWARD CHRISTIAN SOLDIERS

A financial panic in 1893 stimulated by a European business contrac-
tion and poor harvests led to a banking panic in the United States.
When the banks called in the loans to overextended railroads, more
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than 7o railroads fell into bankruptcy. By 1894, more than four mil-
lion jobs had been lost. Nearly 25 percent of American workers were
unemployed by 1894. Soup kitchens sprang up in cities, and homeless
families slept in the streets.

As the railroads convulsed in 1894, a wealthy Ohio businessman
named Jacob Coxey led a cross-country march of unemployed men
to the steps of the US Capitol to demand public works and an eight-
hour day. The march produced no concrete change, but it helped draw
attention to unemployment. Coxey was arrested for walking on the
grass.

The official name of Coxey’s Army was the Army of the Common-
weal in Christ, which reflects an important truth about the ways
Americans responded to the class polarization of the 1880s and 1890s.
Many churchgoing Christians found it hard to square their religion,
with its condemnation of avarice and selfishness and its egalitarian in-
clinations, with what they saw happening around them. Civic action
offered a way to ease Christian consciences strained by the realities of
poverty and injustice. By the late 1880s, many devout Protestants like
Jacob Coxey believed that to inherit the Kingdom of God they must
first improve their own world.

Adherents of what was eventually dubbed the Social Gospel move-
ment advocated a government of Christian decency, with the Golden
Rule (“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you”) supple-
mented by Jesus’s repeated command to care for the poor and vul-
nerable. The two most prominent exponents of the Social Gospel,
ministers Washington Gladden and Walter Rauschenbusch, endorsed
workers’ rights and exhorted Christians to combat social injustice. For
them, salvation was not purely an individual matter but was achieved
in part by striving to construct a just society through collective action
at the level of government. They were joined in 1891 by Pope Leo XIII,
whose encyclical “Rights and Duties of Capital and Labour” criticized
greed, endorsed workers’ right to unionize, and urged governments
to care for the poor.

As the pope’s encyclical suggests, the labor question transcended
national boundaries in the new age of global capital. At the end of the
century, a new form of transnational politics based on the social land-
scapes carved by industrial capitalism developed on both sides of the
Atlantic. A new vocabulary evolved around the term “social”: the so-
cial question, the social problem, social politics, and, most pressingly
in the context of ongoing strife between labor and management, social
peace.
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Creating social peace meant understanding the links between eco-
nomic and political power and building a state in which, as the Re-
publican governor of New York Theodore Roosevelt put it, “Property
shall be the servant and not the master of the commonwealth.” Uto-
pian novelist Edward Bellamy’s 1887 best-selling book Looking Back-
ward imagined this world through the eyes of a wealthy Bostonian who
falls asleep during the class conflict of the Gilded Age and awakens in
the year 2000 to an America of communal property, plenty, coopera-
tion, and full employment. Bellamy was no more a communist than
Theodore Roosevelt; his future Americans were moved by national-
ism, patriotism, and altruism, not class-consciousness. But like the
“marching petition” represented by Coxey’s Army, Bellamy connected
economic and political power and the health of the republic, and as-
serted a role for the government in each.

PULLMAN

The labor wars of the nineteenth century culminated in a national
boycott in support of striking workers against the Pullman Palace Car
Company in 1894. This epic insurgence paralyzed the economies of 27
states and territories, pitted the United States Army against the Ameri-
can Railway Union, and generated the most destructive civil violence
since Reconstruction.

In the 1860s, George Pullman developed a patented railroad car
that incorporated pulldown platforms with mattresses. This luxurious
“hotel room on rails” was an immediate hit with long-distance trav-
elers and established for Pullman a virtual monopoly on sleeping cars.
By the early 1890s, the company was worth over $36 million and had
weathered economic ups and downs sufficiently to pay robust divi-
dends to stockholders for over 20 years.

In 1881, Pullman built a state-of-the-art factory and planned com-
munity outside Chicago. The company town was designed to create an
environment conducive to steady work, good morals, and industrial
peace. The streets of Pullman were smooth and shaded. The homes,
which could be rented but not purchased by workers, were a pleasing
diversity of architectural style, with indoor plumbing and electricity.
The town had a school, a public square, a market, and a library with
plush upholstered chairs and books chosen carefully by George Pull-
man. Rents were higher in Pullman than in surrounding towns. Em-
ployees were not required to live there—but George Pullman was not
required to state a reason for firing anyone, either.



Incorporation, 1877-1900 * 27

In the midst of the worldwide economic depression of 1893, George
Pullman laid off more than half his workforce of 5,800 employees, and
cut wages by 25-40 percent. He did not, however, lower rents in Pull-
man, cut corporate salaries, or reduce stockholders’ dividends. When
Pullman refused to negotiate with a workers’ grievance committee,
the company town staged a walkout on May 11, 1894.

Pullman workers who had joined the American Railway Union
(ARU) turned to its leader, the charismatic Eugene V. Debs. To sup-
port the Pullman workers, the ARU refused to run trains that included
the ubiquitous Pullman Palace cars, shutting down railroads across the
Midwest. Federal judges issued injunctions from coast to coast against
the railroad strike. Debs shrugged them off and wired a supporter, “It
will take more than injunctions to move trains.” Declaring that “we
have been brought to the ragged edge of anarchy,” US attorney gen-
eral (and influential railroad lawyer) Richard A. Olney advised Presi-
dent Grover Cleveland to send federal troops to Chicago. Olney also
advised against informing the governor of Illinois and the mayor of
Chicago, both of whom sympathized with the strikers. An outraged
Governor John P. Altgeld learned of the troops only after their arrival
in Chicago.

Under the pretense of upholding the federal obligation to deliver
mail, which traveled by train, President Cleveland ordered US Army
troops fresh from fighting Indians to break the strike in Chicago. What
had been a largely peaceful strike turned violent within a day. Mobs
tipped and set fire to railroad cars. The military responded with bayo-
nets, cavalry charges, and, finally, guns. Harper’s Weekly warned that
in defeating the nationwide strike, the nation was “fighting for its own
existence just as truly as in suppressing the great [Confederate] re-
bellion.” The New York Times had a different take. The Pullman strike
and boycott, the Times told its readers, was “in reality . . . a struggle
between the greatest and most important labor organization and the
entire railroad capital.” Chicago reformer Jane Addams agreed with
the Times, and wondered at the speed with which “the ugliness of the
industrial situation” was revealed.

THE GREAT COMMONER

Prosperity was still out of view as Americans prepared to elect a new
president in 1896. Neither the Republicans nor the Democrats could
ignore the threat of the People’s Party, which was poised to siphon off
significant numbers of votes from both of the major parties. Silver was
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the dividing issue, with large numbers of people adamant that the free
coinage of silver was the key to restoring prosperity, while others were
equally certain that only fidelity to the gold standard would guarantee
the future.

Arguments about currency were stand-ins for broader disagree-
ments about economic policy, especially monetary policy and govern-
ment regulation of business. The Democrats were in open rebellion
against their incumbent president, Grover Cleveland. The Republi-
cans looked forward to recapturing the White House. Their nominee,
William McKinley, was a former congressman from Ohio popular with
business interests and industrial workers for his support of a high pro-
tective tariff. He was also a solid gold man, which alienated western sil-
ver Republicans, who walked out of the GOP convention. Aided by his
brilliant campaign manager, Marcus (Mark) Alonzo Hanna, a wealthy
Ohio businessman, McKinley promised Americans social harmony
and “a full dinner pail,” and hinted darkly that jobs would disappear if
the Democrats were returned to power.

The divided Democrats floundered until southern and western
delegates came together at the convention to nominate the 36-year-old
former Nebraska congressman and outspoken silverite William
Jennings Bryan. An unabashedly Christian man, Bryan’s speech to
the delegates in Chicago is famous for its finale, in which he declared
that the Democrats represented “the producing masses of the nation,”
as opposed to the Republican’s business elite, and declared that the
people would answer the GOP’s demand for a gold standard by saying
to them: “You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown
of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind on a cross of gold.”

The “cross of gold” crescendo was first-rate political theater, but it
did not represent the substance of Bryan’s message to the Democratic
delegates. This was contained in his meditation on the role of govern-
ment in regulating the economy in the interest of the people (“the
cause of humanity”) rather than in the interest of the elite. “There are
two ideas of government,” he told the Chicago convention. “There are
those who believe that, if you will only legislate to make the well-to-
do prosperous, their prosperity will leak through on those below. The
Democratic idea, however, has been that if you legislate to make the
masses prosperous, their prosperity will find its way up through every
class which rests upon them.” For Bryan, the truly democratic govern-
ment—the truly Christian government—wrote laws that protected
the interests of the masses against the prosperous, powerful few.
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THE ELECTION OF 1896

Bryan’s nomination posed a quandary for the Populists. Should they
“fuse” with the Democrats and support Bryan? Or should they nomi-
nate their own third-party candidate and run the risk of a McKinley
victory? In the end, they threw in their chips with Bryan—but many
mourned that they had doomed their party, and their principles, in
the bargain.

Bryan’s convention speech electrified the Democratic masses and
terrified the Republican elite, who, prodded by Hanna, poured un-
precedented amounts of money into GOP campaign cofters. In the
pre-Pendleton Act era, all Democratic officeholders would have paid
an assessment to subsidize Democratic nominees. In the new world of
private political contributions, Hanna raised more than ten times the
amount of campaign funds available to Bryan. Most of this was spent
on campaign literature and to send forth thousands of speakers to sing
McKinley’s praises. McKinley himself remained sedately, one might
say presidentially, on his front porch in Canton, Ohio, where he chat-
ted with small groups of voters handpicked by Hanna.

Bryan, meanwhile, stormed the country, regaling hundreds of thou-
sands with homely stories from his rural youth. Known ever after as
“the Great Commoner” for his expansive faith in the plain people,
Bryan was unrivaled as an orator and had an unerring capacity to ar-
ticulate political issues in ways that connected with ordinary Ameri-
cans. For example, here is how Bryan explained the need for a regu-
latory state to a Labor Day crowd of 150,000 in Chicago: In Iowa
recently, recalled the candidate, he had seen “a number of hogs root-
ing in a field and tearing up the ground.” This reminded him of how,
as a boy, he had kept the family’s hogs tethered so that they would not
destroy the land. “And then it occurred to me,” he continued, “that one
of the most important duties of government is to put rings in the noses
of hogs. . . . We submit to restraint upon ourselves” —through laws—
“in order that others may be restrained from injuring us.”

The hogs were not amused. Outspent by an energized and unusu-
ally united GOP, Bryan lost to McKinley by 500,000 votes out of an
estimated 14 million cast. The Republicans were solidly in power and,
with the exception of Woodrow Wilson’s two terms between 1912 and
1920, would remain in control of the federal government for the next
36 years.

The election of 1896, in which nearly 8o percent of eligible voters
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cast a ballot, concluded an era of closely contested national elections
and divided government. The People’s Party, and with it agrarian
politics, was mortally wounded. William Jennings Bryan, however,
was just getting started. To some, Kansas journalist William Allen
White recalled, Bryan seemed “the incarnation of demagogy.” But
the demos— the people —were grateful. White acknowledged, “It was
the first time in my life and in the life of a generation in which any
man large enough to lead a national party had boldly and unasham-
edly made his cause that of the poor and the oppressed.” Of more last-
ing structural importance, Bryan shed his party’s legacy of consider-
ing federal power always and everywhere a threat to the liberty of the
people. Bryan would never be president, but he made an eloquent case
for the regulatory state as the only entity strong enough to create the
conditions for business prosperity while still, as he would have put it,
tethering the swine.

Race and Equality in the Turn-of-the-Century South

At the 1893 World’s Columbian Exhibition in Chicago, Ida B. Wells,
a young African American journalist, teamed up with the venerable
abolitionist Frederick Douglass to author a pamphlet titled 7he Rea-
son Why the Colored American Is Not in the World’s Columbian Expo-
sition. The pamphlet documented the extent of American racism and
explained that the fair’s organizers had refused to include African
Americans in the US exhibits. Douglass, who had been ambassador to
Haiti and now served as the island nation’s representative to the fair,
delivered a blistering speech from the portico of the Haitian Build-
ing. When white hecklers interrupted him, Douglass turned his steely
eyes upon them: “Men talk of the Negro problem. There is no Negro
problem. The problem is whether the American people have loyalty
enough, honor enough, patriotism enough, to live up to their own con-
stitution.” White southerners were already failing the test.

WRESTLING WITH THE FOURTEENTH AMENDMENT

The Civil War settled the question of whether a state could secede
from the Union, and the Thirteenth Amendment ended slavery. But
the critical question of whether individual citizens had any federal
constitutional rights against the states remained unsettled. Prior to the
Civil War, the Constitution guaranteed individual rights only against
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the federal government. This was, indeed, an essential element of the
original constitutional compromise. After the Civil War, however, the
Fourteenth Amendment (1868) expressly defined national citizenship
and prohibited any state to deprive any person of “life, liberty or prop-
erty without due process of law,” to deny any citizen the “privileges
and immunities” of citizenship, or to deny any person “the equal pro-
tection of the laws.” Section 5 of the amendment authorized Congress
to enforce these guarantees through “appropriate legislation.” The
Fourteenth Amendment therefore clearly altered the balance of power
and responsibility between the states and the federal government. The
question was, how much?

In the 15 years after the enactment of the Fourteenth Amendment,
the Supreme Court interpreted its guarantees in a way that sharply
limited its potential effect. In the Slaughter-House Cases (1873), the
court, in a bitterly divided 5-4 decision, defined the “privileges and
immunities” of citizenship that were guaranteed by the Fourteenth
Amendment against state infringement in a way that rendered the
clause almost meaningless. According to Justice Samuel Miller, who
wrote the majority opinion, the phrase did not include such funda-
mental rights as freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom
from cruel and unusual punishment, and freedom from unreasonable
search and seizure, but only a small set of rights connected directly to
national citizenship, such as the right to travel from one state to an-
other or to be protected on the high seas. The justices also suggested
that the Fourteenth Amendment was designed primarily to protect
the rights of former slaves, and therefore it could not be invoked by
other citizens. In a powerful dissent, Justice Stephen Field accused the
majority of having illegitimately rendered the Fourteenth Amendment
a “vain and idle enactment.”

Two years later, Congress enacted the Civil Rights Act of 1875,
which prohibited private individuals from discriminating against Afri-
can Americans on the basis of race in public accommodations, such
as inns, restaurants, and theaters. In the Civil Rights Cases (1883),
the Supreme Court ruled the act unconstitutional. The Fourteenth
Amendment, said the court, did not itself prohibit discrimination
against African Americans by private individuals, and it did not autho-
rize Congress to enact legislation prohibiting such private discrimi-
nation. Rather, the majority concluded, the amendment was directed
only against discrimination by the states themselves. Thus, the federal
government had no constitutional authority to prohibit a private res-
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taurant owner or innkeeper from refusing to serve blacks. The most it
could do was to prohibit the states themselves from discriminating on
the basis of race.

The state action doctrine enunciated in the Civil Rights Cases effec-
tively prevented the federal government from prohibiting private
racial discrimination and therefore allowed “local custom” to continue
unmolested. The decision was emphatically denounced by proponents
of racial equality, who argued that there was no principled distinction
between racial discrimination by the state and racial discrimination by
private individuals, especially in those domains in which the govern-
ment routinely licensed and regulated private businesses, such as res-
taurants, theaters, and public transportation. Together, the Slaughter-
House Cases and Civil Rights Cases sharply limited the potential impact
of the Fourteenth Amendment.

THE POLITICS OF WHITE SUPREMACY

Politics in the post-Civil War era was exceptionally fluid across the
nation, but particularly in the South, where newly enfranchised black
men shook up the party system. After 1877, with the Republican Party
in retreat throughout the South, black voters there had two options:
accede to Democratic plans to marginalize them politically, or form
interracial alliances (“fuse”) with the few remaining white Republi-
cans and a larger group of disenchanted white Democrats.

What united black and white voters in the postwar South? Like
the Populists who succeeded them, interracial coalitions in the 1880s
stressed the benefits of popular democracy and an active government
that provided important services such as public education. Threat-
ened by interracial third parties, southern Democrats appropriated
their platforms and crushed them with violence and election fraud. At
the same time, Democrats looked for more legitimate ways to squelch
the competition. As one Mississippi newspaper observed, “There must
be devised some legal defensible substitute for the abhorrent and evil
methods on which white supremacy lies.”

Outside of the Fifteenth Amendment’s prohibition of voter limita-
tions based on race, color, or previous condition of servitude, states
can define their electorates for themselves. Between 1890 and 1908,
all 11 states of the former Confederacy rewrote their constitutions
to eliminate the votes of black men and those white men misguided
enough to support African American political power. The electorate
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was slashed by literacy tests, complicated registration procedures,
multiple ballot boxes, racially restricted primary elections (white pri-
maries), poll taxes, and “understanding clauses” designed to protect
the votes of illiterate whites capable of offering a “reasonable under-
standing” of the state constitution. In 1898, the Supreme Court ruled
in Williams v. Mississippi that poll taxes and literacy tests did not vio-
late the Fifteenth Amendment, because they applied to whites as well
as blacks.

In the 1880s, more than two-thirds of adult southern men voted.
That proportion rose to nearly three-quarters in the 1890s in states
that had not yet limited the franchise. By the early 1900s, fewer than
one man in three, white or black, voted in the South.

The consequences of disenfranchisement were catastrophic. Al-
though the South as a whole suffered from an uncompetitive party sys-
tem, African Americans paid the greatest price. If black men could not
vote, they could not be elected to office. If they could not be elected
to office, they could not shape or administer the laws that governed
them. In 1873, 64 African Americans sat in Mississippi’s state legisla-
ture; none served after 1895.

African Americans divided over the white supremacist campaigns of
the late nineteenth century. Some educated middle-class black south-
erners suggested that limiting suffrage to the literate might not be
such a bad idea. The most influential black man in America, Booker T.
Washington—a former slave and the founder of the Tuskegee Insti-
tute, a vocational school in Alabama—implied in an 1895 speech in
Atlanta that African Americans should leave politics to white men and
focus instead on economic advancement. Suffrage was only one ave-
nue to power, said Washington; labor that resulted in savings, he ex-
plained, amounted to “a little green ballot” that “no one will throw out
or refuse to count.” Dubbed the Atlanta Compromise by more radi-
cal African Americans, Washington’s position was later ridiculed by
northern black scholar and activist W. E. B. Du Bois, who remarked
acidly that “the way for a people to gain their reasonable rights is not
by voluntarily throwing them away and insisting that they do not want
them.”

MAKING JIM CROW

In 1890, the Louisiana state legislature passed a law requiring “equal
but separate” railway cars for black and white passengers. Railroads re-
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sisted the separate car law on economic grounds (separate cars meant
more cars and trouble for the conductors). African Americans insisted
that the law violated the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments by
establishing an “insidious distinction and discrimination between citi-
zens of the United States, based on race.” In an 1892 test case initi-
ated by the New Orleans Citizens’ Committee for the Annulment of
the Separate Car Act, Homer Plessy, a mixed-race man who was to all
appearances white, violated the law by riding in a coach set aside for
whites.

In Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), the Supreme Court, in an 8-1 decision,
upheld the constitutionality of the Louisiana law. Segregation did not
treat blacks unequally or even differently than it treated whites: blacks
had “black” cars and whites had “white” cars, which were, theoreti-
cally, the same. In a key passage, the court explained: “We consider the
underlying fallacy of the plaintiff’s argument to consist in the assump-
tion that the enforced separation of the two races stamps the colored
race with a badge of inferiority. If this be so, it is not by reason of any-
thing found in the act, but solely because the colored race chooses to
put that construction upon it.”

With the Supreme Court’s blessing, southern states and munici-
palities enacted a proliferation of laws separating blacks and whites in
nearly every aspect of life. Blacks and whites were required by law to
drink from different water pails, use separate toilets, and walk through
separate entrances and exits. They were nursed in separate hospitals,
educated in separate schools, buried in separate cemeteries, and for-
bidden to marry each other in the majority of American states. Jim
Crow’s power over African Americans came not only from segrega-
tion, however, but also from exclusion: exclusion from voting booths,
juries, neighborhoods, unions, higher education, restaurants, theaters,
hotels, and the professions. Racial hierarchy was backed up by white
economic and political control and secured through the power of the
state.

For segregation to work, laws racially categorizing people had to
exist. State laws varied and were revised repeatedly. Depending on the
state and the decade, people who were more than 1/4 black, or 1/8
black, or 1/16 black, or even 1/32 black, were categorized for the pur-
pose of Jim Crow as “nonwhite.” Bureaus of Vital Statistics registered
births, marriages, and deaths, and classified and cross-checked people
according to race. Yet even as the color line solidified, it became more
porous. Untold numbers of light-skinned blacks migrated across the
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country and across racial boundaries—they “passed” for white. Many
other southerners either challenged or defended their racial identity in
court, which forced the judiciary to police the color line.

The deep discrimination of the Jim Crow order was marked through
the practice of segregation, but it went deeper than that. As Justice
John Marshall Harlan, the lone dissenter in Plessy argued, segregation
was a “badge of servitude,” a marker of inequality. A landmark in the
history of Jim Crow, the Plessy decision embraced the reasoning of
white supremacy and haunted efforts on behalf of racial equality for
the next 75 years. Jim Crow laws were an essential element of white
supremacist consolidation of political power at the end of the nine-
teenth century. By 1900, white supremacy and racial purity had be-
come articles of civic faith.

THE NEW SOUTH

The architects of the Jim Crow South called their creation the New
South, which in their eyes was a South bursting with entrepreneur-
ial energy, abundant natural resources, and cheap labor, primed for
northern industrial investment. According to the author of How fo Get
Rich in the South, the region abounded in “tempting inducements to
the capitalist for profitable investments.”

Although still rooted in agriculture, the southern economy diversi-
fied after the Civil War. To encourage industry, southern state legis-
latures kept taxes low and provided few public services. Those they
did provide, such as public schools, were underfunded, racially segre-
gated, and wholly unequal. Draconian penalties for petty crimes, such
as theft and vagrancy, combined with racially discriminatory law en-
forcement, resulted in inflated, and disproportionately black, prison
populations in every southern state. Mines, railroads, and lumber com-
panies leased large numbers of convict laborers and housed them in
primitive camps that were hotbeds of disease. The availability of cheap
prison labor kept the wages of white workers artificially low, which
contributed to the overall poverty of the region. In 1900, southern per
capita income stood at a mere 60 percent of the national average.

The New South was also characterized by a sickening rise in mob
violence directed at African Americans. Between 1882 and 1946, white
southern mobs murdered 4,715 black men, women, and children.
Composed of respectable citizens as well as the rabble, defended in
the press and frequently in the pulpit, lynch mobs acted without fear of
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punishment. Local sheriffs colluded with the mobs and released black
prisoners to them. White grand juries refused to indict anyone, insist-
ing that lynching victims “died at the hands of persons unknown.” Im-
pervious to outside criticism, the white southern establishment con-
sidered lynching a regrettable but necessary evil.

Although there were broader social and political goals to lynch-
ing, the primary rhetorical justification for white mob violence was
the supposed need to protect white women from allegedly predatory
black men who, no longer governed by whites, were “regressing” as
a race and indulging their base “primal instincts.” This rationale per-
sisted despite the pioneering work of black journalist Ida B. Wells, who
demonstrated that not even a third of black men lynched had been ac-
cused of rape. Instead, Wells linked white violence to fear of black eco-
nomic and political advancement.

Mob violence embarrassed elite southern whites, who argued that
if interactions between blacks and whites resulted in such horrors, the
only logical solution was to limit still further the contact between the
races. In tacit recognition of the political nature of mob violence, white
southerners justified the segregation by race of streetcars and other
public spaces as necessary to establish “public peace and good order”
in the South. Others stressed more sinister reasons for both lynching
and segregation. In a 1902 article in the Atlantic Monthly describing
a black man who had been burned at the stake, a professor at Emory
College in Atlanta observed that the purpose of such “savagery” was
to “teach the negro the lesson of abject and eternal servility,” to “burn
into his quivering flesh the consciousness that he has not, cannot have,
the rights of a free citizen or even of a fellow human creature.”

*

In 1886, political economist and philosopher Henry George reflected
on the state of the Union: “We plow new fields, we open new mines,
we found new cities, we girdle the land with iron roads and lace the
air with telegraph wires; we add knowledge to knowledge and utilize
invention after invention.” Yet despite this progress, he declared, “it
becomes no easier for the masses of our people to make a living. On
the contrary, it is becoming harder.” All the transformations of mecha-
nization and mass production had broadened rather than narrowed
the gulf between the employed and the employer. “Social contrasts,”
George observed, “are becoming sharper; as liveried carriages appear,
so do barefooted children.”
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Henry George was not alone in this observation. As the United
States approached the line of the new century, many leaders worried
about the paradox of immiseration amid massive production. In his
opinion in an 1895 antitrust case, Supreme Court Justice John Mar-
shall Harlan worried about avarice. “Combination governed entirely
by the law of greed,” Harlan pronounced, “threatens the integrity of
our institutions.” If Harlan was right, what should government do?
What could it do? What was the relationship between the state and
the economy?
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Tnterconnected, 1898—1914

City health officers found the children wracked with fever, headache,
and severe back pain, vomiting, and covered with telltale lesions.
The officers quickly removed the patients and searched All Nations
Block for more victims. The most thickly populated block in the most
concentrated city in the United States, All Nations Block was a short
walk from Manhattan’s fashionable Central Park West neighborhood.
A rough conglomeration of Irish, Italian, German, Austrian, Jewish,
Swedish, and African American day laborers, domestic servants, seam-
stresses, bootblacks, and waiters packed into tenements, the block was
a perfect petri dish for disease.

New Yorkers would remember Thanksgiving 1900 as the beginning
of the city’s first smallpox epidemic of the twentieth century. Small-
pox was already epidemic in the American South, where it had spread
quickly among workers in coal mines, railroad camps, and crowded
and unhygienic urban neighborhoods in New South cities like Atlanta.
With an incubation period of approximately two weeks, during which
time the infected person remained asymptomatic but contagious,
smallpox, like so many viral vagrants, hopped the boxcars of indus-
trializing America and traveled far and wide, from western mining
camps to immigrant districts in the urban East, from Washington, DC,
to America’s new imperial outposts in Puerto Rico, Hawai’i, and the
Philippines. No class, race, or region was untouched.

The new mobility of American life made quarantine—the public
health solution of previous centuries—implausible. As the New York
Times explained, smallpox could no longer be confined to poor neigh-
borhoods like All Nations Block: “Public conveyances and places of
public assembly bring all classes together to such an extent that only
the recluse can feel quite safe, and not even the recluse if ministered to
by servants who visit friends in the infected districts.”
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This recognition of what historian Michael Willrich calls the “in-
escapable interdependence of modern urban life” instigated a wave
of turn-of-the-century reform measures to protect the public health.
In the South, black and white women driven by “the democracy of
the microbe” worked together to improve sanitation in otherwise ne-
glected African American neighborhoods in order to eliminate flies,
which transmitted typhoid and acknowledged no color line. Every-
where, reformers urged vaccination against smallpox as the only reli-
able preventative measure against this ancient scourge.

Appealing to a sense of community, civic obligation, and enlight-
ened common sense, advocates of universal vaccination maintained
that individual liberty was subordinate to the collective interests of
society. Vaccination “is not only a wise measure of personal precau-
tion,” argued the Times. “It is a public duty which every citizen owes
to those with whom he comes in daily contact.” Rather than rely on
voluntary vaccination, the Times endorsed compulsory vaccination of
everyone by public authorities.

Americans responded with a range of reactions, across a spectrum
that extended from ready compliance to violent resistance. Opponents
organized anti-vaccination societies, fought to repeal state vaccina-
tion laws, and flooded the courts with lawsuits challenging compul-
sory vaccination as a violation of constitutional rights. This response
may have been antisocial, but it was not irrational. The introduction
of live cowpox virus into the human arm left it sore. Workers who re-
lied on their brawn complained of lost work and wages. In some in-
stances, the vaccine spread deadly tetanus, which could steal the lives
protected against smallpox. Christian Scientists, who rejected modern
medicine, considered compulsory vaccination a violation of their reli-
gious freedom. Some parents resented school vaccination mandates
because they encroached on parental authority and violated their chil-
dren’s bodies.

Compulsory vaccination raised a broad set of questions about the
nature of institutional power and the bounds of personal liberty in a
modern urban-industrial nation. How could individual freedom be bal-
anced against the claims of society? What was the role of the state in
striking that balance? Progressive reformers such as philosopher John
Dewey argued that individual rights existed not for themselves but
because they served important social interests. Other Americans dis-
agreed and challenged the increasing reach of state power into areas of
personal freedom. Did individuals have the right to refuse vaccination
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even if that refusal could make them and therefore others susceptible
to a deadly disease? Did the state have the right to bar unvaccinated
children from public schools? As the nation entered a new century,
the question of how to balance the tension between individual liberty
and the people’s collective welfare moved to the forefront of Ameri-
can politics.

Into the Open Arena of the World

“No war ever transformed us quite as the war with Spain,” the presi-
dent of Princeton University, Woodrow Wilson, wrote in 1902. “The
nation has stepped forth into the open arena of the world.” In 17 years,
between 1888 and 1915, the United States acquired colonies in oceans
bounding both sides of the continent. In 1898, Hawai’i, home to many
white missionaries and entrepreneurs, was formally annexed. That
same year, as part of the Spanish-American War, America seized Cuba,
Puerto Rico, Guam, Wake Island, and Manila in the Philippine Islands.
The rest of the Philippines was captured in 1902.

At the height of the age of steam, these island possessions created
for America a line of coaling stations that fueled American political,
economic, and cultural influence all the way to China. They also raised
vital questions about the possible effects of colonization on Ameri-
can democracy. Expansionists maintained that exporting democracy
abroad would strengthen it at home. Anti-expansionists insisted that
imperial territories and subjects constituted a dagger pointed at the
heart of the Republic.

THE SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR

The Spanish-American War grew out of American involvement (Spain
characterized it as interference) in Cuba’s effort to liberate itself from
Spanish colonial rule. Begun in 1895, the Cuban rebellion was stalled
by 1898. In three short years, a combination of disease, malnutrition,
and fierce fighting between Spanish soldiers and Cuban rebels reduced
the island’s population by a fourth. This story, which was reported with
gusto by two New York newspapers with national readerships, caught
the imagination of Americans, who sympathized with the revolution-
aries’ political goals and the Cubans’ plight.

Business leaders worried too. America had important commercial
interests in Cuba. More than $50 billion was invested in sugar alone.
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Moreover, the strife in Cuba threatened American trade in the Pacific,
because Spain controlled the islands of Guam and the Philippines,
which were gateways to China. It was clear that the teetering Spanish
Empire would soon collapse. The question was who would reap the
benefit: the United States or Germany, which was, like America, an
energetic latecomer to colonialism.

Since the 1880s, European nations had engaged in a mad scramble
for political and economic control of “unclaimed” areas of the globe:
unclaimed, that is, by other European powers. Joined by the French,
Germans, Belgians, and Italians, the British competed for colonies
in the Middle East, North and sub-Saharan Africa, East and South-
east Asia, and, to the alarm of Americans, the Caribbean and Latin
America.

With public opinion divided on the wisdom of intervention in Cuba
and President McKinley hesitant to act, a young assistant secretary of
the Navy took it upon himself to order the US fleet to the Philippines
in April 1897. A forceful advocate of “the strenuous life” of “toil and
effort, of labor and strife,” Assistant Secretary Theodore Roosevelt be-
lieved that America faced a turning point. It could join the “civilized
nations” in their joint stewardship of the earth, or it could allow itself
to be eclipsed by “some stronger, manlier power,” such as Germany.

Not to be outdone by his audacious underling, the president dis-
patched the battleship Maine to Cuba. On the night of February 15,
1898, the ship was destroyed by an explosion that killed 267 crew-
members. The press pinned the event on the Spanish government.
Rallying to the cry “Remember the Maine,” Congress declared war
on Spain. Americans still suffering from the economic depression that
had begun in 1893 rushed to enlist in the army. Less than a week after
McKinley signed Congress’s war resolution, a navy squadron led by
Admiral George Dewey destroyed the Spanish fleet in Manila Bay.
Aided by Filipino revolutionaries led by Emilio Aguinaldo, 11,000
American troops captured Manila on August 13, 1898.

The war in Cuba lasted barely a month, from the first landing of
American troops on June 22 to the Spanish surrender on July 17. Most
volunteers never made it off US soil, but Theodore Roosevelt did. He
resigned his position in the Navy and joined the First Volunteer Cav-
alry Regiment, known popularly as the “Rough Riders.” Composed of
western ranchers, cowboys, and a few Ivy League polo players, the
Rough Riders fought in the decisive Battle of Kettle Hill. Under the
cover of Gatling guns (machine guns), the Riders joined the all-black
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10th Cavalry regulars in an assault on the hill. Their horses collapsed
from heat exhaustion; the volunteers and the African American regu-
lars battled their way up the hill on foot. Together, these “Buffalo Sol-
diers” (named for their service fighting the Indian wars in the West)
and Roosevelt’s Rough Riders took the heights—although it must be
said that they outnumbered the Spaniards four to one.

AMERICAN EMPIRE

In the Treaty of Paris, signed on December 10, 1898, Spain ceded the
Philippines to the United States, along with Guam and Puerto Rico, in
exchange for $20 million. This was a fire sale price: as recently as April
1898, the United States had offered Spain $300 million for Puerto Rico
alone. Cuba was declared nominally independent, although the 1901
Platt Amendment to the new Cuban constitution granted the United
States the right to intervene to protect that “independence” whenever
necessary. America also empowered itself to oversee Cuban debt so
that European creditors would have no excuse for future intervention.
Finally, as part of the treaty, the United States secured a 99-year lease
on a naval base at Guantanamo Bay.

The treaty encountered fierce resistance in the Senate, which ulti-
mately ratified it on February 4, 1899, by a margin of only one vote.
Opinions on the treaty, and the American empire it initiated, broke
down along partisan lines, with sharp regional differences. Republi-
cans, influenced by commercial interests, favored expansion across
the globe. Many of the nation’s new imperialists also argued that the
United States had a moral obligation to spread the benefits of Ameri-
can civilization beyond the nation’s borders, especially to those who
occupied lower rungs on the ladder of racial hierarchy.

On the other side of the debate were those who resented the in-
fluence of eastern financial elites in the cause of American imperial-
ism, feared a radical expansion of federal power, worried about the
injection of so many people of color into the American body politic,
and challenged the morality of American imperialism. Idaho sena-
tor William Borah warned that the acquisition of an empire would
sacrifice the principles fought for in the Revolution—namely, “that
colonies exist for their own benefit, and not for the advantage of the
mother country.”

These objections led to a further question: if a republic could
have colonies, what rights, if any, had its subjects? “What about the
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people?” demanded William Jennings Bryan. “Did we purchase them?
If not, how did we secure title to them? Were they thrown in with the
land?” As Bryan put the question when he ran against McKinley for
a second time in 1900, “Does the Constitution follow the flag?” Does
an individual who lives in an American colony have the same consti-
tutional rights as an individual who lives in the United States proper?

The answer provided by Congress was “not quite.” In 1900, Con-
gress passed the Foraker Act, which established Puerto Rico as an un-
incorporated territory of the United States, ruled by Congress and an
appointed governor. In a series of sharply divided decisions between
1901 and 1922 known collectively as the Insular Cases, the Supreme
Court held that the people of the so-called unincorporated territo-
ries possessed certain undefined “fundamental rights,” but not all the
rights of Americans. Were Puerto Rico, Alaska, and Hawai’i foreign
countries within the meaning of the tariff laws? (Sometimes.) Did the
people who lived there have the right to trial by jury? (No.) Did the
Fifth Amendment’s prohibition of double jeopardy (being tried twice
for the same crime) apply in the territories? (No.) Could Puerto Rico
extradite criminals from the states? (Yes.) As Secretary of State Elihu
Root remarked approvingly of one of the court’s decisions, “As near
as I can make out the Constitution follows the flag—but doesn’t quite
catch up with it.”

THE CIVILIZATION TRUST

In the eyes of Filipinos, who had been fighting for independence since
1896, the Treaty of Paris transformed Americans from allies to occu-
piers. The Philippine-American War began in January 1899, when rebel
leader Emilio Aguinaldo declared the independence of the Philippine
Republic. By the time the war ended in 1902, 4,200 Americans had
died, another 2,800 had been wounded, and $400 million had been
expended. Enraged by their inability to conquer the Filipino guerrilla
forces, American commanders turned to a scorched earth policy. Gen-
eral Jacob H. Smith demanded that the island of Samar be made “a
howling wilderness,” and ordered the burning of villages and killing of
all persons capable of bearing arms—defined as age 10 and up.
Gruesome details of American torture of Filipino troops and atroci-
ties against civilians outraged and emboldened opponents of Ameri-
can imperialism. Dozens of respected figures rejected American ex-
pansion overseas, including two former presidents, one from each
party (Republican Benjamin Harrison and Democrat Grover Cleve-
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land), AFL head Samuel Gompers, William Jennings Bryan, the presi-
dents of Stanford and Harvard, reformer Jane Addams, corporate titan
Andrew Carnegie (who offered to buy the Philippines and give them
their independence), and public intellectuals like philosopher William
James and author Mark Twain.

Most anti-imperialists believed, along with expansionists, in white
racial and cultural superiority and considered Anglo-Saxons uniquely
qualified to rule the “lesser” races. They did not necessarily reject
Theodore Roosevelt’s assessment that Filipinos were “utterly unfit for
self-government.” But they disagreed vehemently about the benefits of
empire for America. Expansionists argued that a global empire was the
logical next step for a nation whose boundaries already stretched from
sea to sea. Anti-imperialists like William James dismissed this argu-
ment as worshipping “the idol of a national destiny, based on martial
excitement and mere ‘bigness.”” In the face of Theodore Roosevelt’s
disdain for anti-imperialists as those “who cant about ‘liberty’ and the
‘consent of the governed,” critics like Mark Twain insisted that what
he dubbed “the Blessings-of-Civilization Trust” imperiled fundamen-
tal American values only recently affirmed in the Civil War.

In a blistering critique of American policy written for distribution
by the Anti-Imperialist League of New York in 1901, Twain argued that
the goal for America in the Philippines ought to have been solely to
liberate the islands from Spain and to support the infant Philippine
Republic. “The game was in our hands. If it had been played according
to the American rules,” Twain wrote, “Dewey would have sailed away
from Manila as soon as he had destroyed the Spanish fleet,” and left the
islands in the capable hands of Aguinaldo and his rebels.

Instead, commercialism reigned supreme, leading Twain to con-
clude, “There must be two Americas: one that sets the captive free,
and one that takes a once-captive’s new freedom away from him and
picks a quarrel with him with nothing to found it on; then kills him to
get his land.” The nation that obliterated slavery in its own midst was
now, mourned William James, “openly engaged in crushing out the
sacredest thing in this great human world —the attempt of a people
long enslaved to attain to the possession of itself.”

AMERICA IN THE WORLD

The war with Spain inaugurated a conversation that would span the
twentieth century, as the United States became ever more involved in
global affairs. What was the proper role of America in the world? To
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spread democracy? To expand its commercial and military interests?
To fulfill an imperial mission begun in 1776? Arguing for the annexa-
tion of Cuba, Major General James Harrison Wilson combined all the
arguments when he exclaimed, “Let us take this course because it is
noble and just and right, and besides because it will pay.” The severity
of the depression of 1893 had reinforced popular arguments about the
need to “overcome the limitations of U.S. markets” by securing access
to foreign markets and promoting American business, especially in the
Far East and Central and South America. American overseas invest-
ments grew from $700 million in 1897 to $2.5 billion in 1908.

American international businesses and the individuals who ran
them had to be protected militarily. One legacy of the Spanish-
American War was a permanent change in the size and focus of the
American armed forces. A commercial, seagoing power depended on
an enlarged and modernized navy that, in turn, relied on the construc-
tion of naval bases in places like Pearl Harbor in Hawai’i and Guan-
tanamo Bay in Cuba. Lines of trade depended on open lines of com-
munication, which meant free access to, if not downright command
of, the sea. “Freedom of the seas” was a vital national interest and not
an empty mantra; asserting this right would eventually pull the United
States into a world conflagration sparked by incessant commercial and
territorial competition by European empires.

Joining Britain, Germany, and France on the imperial stage meant
joining an arms race as well as a race to territorial acquisition. Far-
flung territories demanded a large standing army ready to spring into
action at short notice. Guided by the ever-present Elihu Root, now
serving as secretary of war, the army quadrupled in size and modern-
ized its command structure. The 1903 Dick Act designated the Na-
tional Guard as the backup for the army and made it accountable to
the federal government as well as the states. In the three years after the
Spanish-American War, the overall military budget increased by more
than 300 percent.

Commercial and strategic goals were deeply interrelated in
America’s rise to a world power. “There is a fundamental danger which
arises from our rapid growth economically,” Massachusetts senator
Henry Cabot Lodge wrote to Theodore Roosevelt. “We are putting
terrible pressure on Europe, and this situation may produce war at any
time. The economic forces will not be the ostensible cause of trouble,
but they will be the real cause, and no one can tell where the break
will come.”
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The demise of the Spanish Empire and the simultaneous rise of
the United States, Germany, and Japan (whose status as a “civilized”
nation Americans and Europeans questioned) upset the established
international order. This new state of affairs aroused anxiety among
the great colonial powers (Britain, France, Russia, Italy, and Belgium),
fed colonial rivalries and shifting alliances, and raised the fearsome
possibility that a crisis anywhere in the world could plunge Europe
into war.

The Republican Roosevelt

On September 14, 1901, for the third time in 36 years, an American
president was assassinated in office. William McKinley was shot by
native-born anarchist Leon Czolgosz in Buftalo, New York. McKinley’s
vice president, former assistant secretary of the Navy and New York
governor Theodore Roosevelt, ascended to office. Only 42 years old,
Roosevelt was irrepressible and uninhibited, a voracious reader and
prolific author, an outdoorsman addicted to hunting, horseback rid-
ing, hiking, and bird-watching. The product of an old and moderately
wealthy Manhattan mercantile and banking family, Roosevelt’s deci-
sion to enter politics was unusual for a well-heeled graduate of Har-
vard. His sense of noblesse oblige, imbibed from his southern mother,
was not. He rose quickly through the ranks from civil service com-
missioner to New York state legislator to New York City police com-
missioner to governor of New York to the White House. Described by
one contemporary as a “steam engine in trousers,” Roosevelt’s effer-
vescence and energy were legendary.

TAKING ON THE TRUSTS

Roosevelt assumed office in the midst of an economic boom. From
1896 to 1901, the gross national product grew by an astonishing 60 per-
cent, from $13 billion to $21 billion. But even as profits skyrocketed,
three-quarters of all Americans were classified as either poor or very
poor.

These years also saw extensive corporate consolidation. Mergers
and takeovers were common. Giant corporations commanded key
sectors of the economy, including the railroads and coal, which was
the chief source of industrial fuel and domestic heat. Some industries,
such as oil and steel, were oligopolies controlled by a handful of large
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firms. This enormous concentration of industrial economic strength
was entangled in a web of banks, insurance companies, and brokerage
houses —what reformers called the “Money Trust” —that empowered
a small cohort of wealthy and highly influential financiers.

Roosevelt’s presidency, which lasted from September 1901 through
March 1909, was defined by his need to grapple with the social ex-
tremes produced by relations between capital and labor, and the bal-
ance of power between business and government. The “absolutely vital
question” facing the nation in 1901, Roosevelt wrote to a friend, was
“whether or not the government has the power to control the trusts.”
The power of the trusts was so great, the wealth of their owners so
monumental, and their appetite for profit so voracious that the ques-
tion of how to balance private enterprise against the well-being of the
nation commanded increasing attention.

The trusts question was political as well as ethical. As a Republi-
can, Roosevelt was concerned that many workers who had supported
McKinley in 1896 now insisted that William Jennings Bryan was “the
only man who can control the trusts; and that the trusts are crushing
the life out of the small men.” As long as Republicans resisted any regu-
lation of the trusts, he warned, workers who had suffered “a good deal
of misery” would drift toward the “the quack.” Bryan’s Democrats had
policy proposals. Rather than resisting all regulation of business, “the
party of property,” argued Roosevelt, should move toward a more “en-
lightened conservatism.”

Enlightened conservatism, he said, demanded that “corporations
should be managed with due regard of the public as a whole.” To do
this, the public needed an advocate and corporations needed a sov-
ereign. The federal government, Roosevelt believed, could play both
roles. “The great corporations which we have grown to speak of rather
loosely as trusts,” he explained in 1903, “are the creatures of the State
[through law], and the State not only has the right to control them,
but it is in duty bound to control them wherever need of such con-
trol is shown. The immediate necessity in dealing with trusts,” he con-
tinued, “is to place them under the real, not the nominal, control of
some sovereign to which, as its creatures, orders may be enforced. In
my opinion,” he concluded, “this sovereign must be the National Gov-
ernment.”

In 1901, three large railroads owned by J. P. Morgan, John D. Rocke-
feller, William H. Harriman, and James J. Hill had combined to form
a single vast firm, the Northern Securities Company, which cemented
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control over the railway market in the Northwest. Morgan had already
consolidated the steel industry the previous year (US Steel); Rocke-
feller’s Standard Oil had made him the wealthiest man in the world.
Journalist Mark Sullivan worried that these men were “more powerful
than the people, more powerful than Congress, more powerful than
the government,” and therefore “presented to Roosevelt a challenge
such as his nature would never ignore.”

TRAINS AND COAL

On February 19, 1902, the Justice Department announced its intention
to file an antitrust suit against Northern Securities. This shocked Wall
Street; when a friend of Attorney General Philander Knox complained
that he had not been given “a friendly tip in advance,” he received the
curt response, “There is no stock ticker in the Department of Justice.”
Morgan, accustomed to treating the federal government as a junior
partner in industry, was dumbfounded that the president had filed suit
and not resolved the matter personally, man-to-man.

In a controversial 5-4 decision in 1904, the Supreme Court, which
had previously wielded the Sherman Antitrust Act chiefly against
labor, held that the Northern Securities Company had violated the act.
Emboldened, the president went on to wield the Sherman Act against
43 different trusts, striking at the tallest trees in the forest: American
Tobacco Company, Du Pont, and Standard Oil. Rather than nation-
alize key industries, as many European and Latin American nations
did during this period, the United States tried to limit the power of
immense private firms and to require them to be as attentive to the
needs of the people who relied on their services as they were to their
stockholders.

The principle of government regulation of industry had already re-
ceived considerable backing by the time the Supreme Court vindicated
it in Northern Securities Co. v. United States. In the fall of 1902, the coal
industry was embroiled in labor strife. With winter coming and pan-
icky mayors calling for nationalization of the coal industry to prevent
a “coal famine,” President Roosevelt personally intervened in a strike
begun the previous spring. He was impressed by the dignity and seri-
ousness of purpose of United Mine Workers leader John Mitchell and
the discipline of the 147,000 miners Mitchell represented. “I strongly
favor labor unions,” the president declared. “If I were a wage worker
... I'would certainly join one.”
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The president was less impressed by the sanctimoniously uncom-
promising stance of the mine owners, who insisted that “the rights
and interests of the laboring man will be protected and cared for—
not by the labor agitators, but by the Christian men whom God in
His infinite wisdom has given the control of the property interests of
the country, and upon the successful Management of which so much
depends.” These Christian men had, among other things, paid their
workers with company scrip good only in company stores, refused to
recognize collective bargaining by unions, and resisted a shorter work-
ing day. Rather than send the army to end the strike, as Grover Cleve-
land had done in Chicago in 1894, the president mediated between
the parties and negotiated a federal coal strike commission to resolve
the dispute. The commission reached an agreement that reduced the
workday from ten hours to nine and instigated a 10 percent wage in-
crease, but denied official recognition of collective bargaining.

Roosevelt’s arbitration earned him acclaim as the first head of state
to confront the largest problem of the new century. He was cheered
in the French Chamber of Deputies and hailed by the Times of Lon-
don. “In a most quiet and unobtrusive manner,” gushed the Times, “the
President has done a very big and entirely new thing. We are witness-
ing not merely the ending of the coal strike, but the definite entry of a
powerful government upon a novel sphere of operation.” The central
question of progressive politics for 25 years—whether the federal gov-
ernment could regulate the economy—was decided.

THE PEOPLE’S WELFARE

“The permanent lesson” of the coal strike, Roosevelt said later, was
that the public had “vital interests and overshadowing rights” in nego-
tiations between capital and labor, and that the state, as the represen-
tative of the public, had a place at the bargaining table. Responding to
accusations of a federal power grab, Roosevelt explained that he had
merely given the people, through their government, a voice in a battle
that concerned their vital interests. “The Government is us. . . . You
and me!” the president exclaimed, and any influence generated by its
involvement in the coal strike accrued not to him but to the people as
a whole.

Roosevelt’s regulatory interventions were aided by scandals uncov-
ered by a new breed of investigative journalist known collectively as
“muckrakers” for their propensity to root around in dirty politics and



Interconnected, 1898-1914 * 51

business. McClure’s magazine set the standard, publishing such lead-
ing lights as Ida Tarbell (who wrote a scathing exposé of Standard Oil),
Danish immigrant Jacob Riis (whose photo-essay on urban poverty,
How the Other Half Lives, shocked middle-class sensibilities), Ray
Stannard Baker (author of Following the Color Line, an investigation
of race in America), and Lincoln Steffens (whose essays detailed the
corruption of municipal government).

The breathtakingly corrupt three-way bargains struck among indus-
try, state legislatures, and US senators documented in David Graham
Phillips’s 1906 series “The Treason of the Senate” energized demands
for popular election of senators. Public outcry following the publica-
tion (and verification) of Upton Sinclair’s riveting if nauseating exposé
of the meat-packing industry enabled passage of the Pure Food and
Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act, which established federal in-
spection of meat and other products and set sanitation standards in
stockyards.

Roosevelt had learned the disinfecting potential of transparency
while serving as New York City police commissioner. He became close
to Riis, who took Roosevelt to see the appalling conditions of the city’s
overcrowded tenements, with their lack of fresh air, sweatshops, and
avaricious landlords and commercial interests determined to evade
regulation. “It is one thing to listen in perfunctory fashion to talks
of overcrowded tenements,” Roosevelt said, “and it is quite another
actually to see what that overcrowding means.” The experience stuck:
“I became more set than ever in my distrust of those men, whether
business men or lawyers, judges, legislators, or executive officers, who
seek to make of the Constitution a fetish for the prevention of the work
of social reform” through invocation of “liberty of contract.”

As president, Roosevelt justified government regulation of free
enterprise as preferable to other solutions, including nationalization
of modes of transportation and communication and revolutionary vio-
lence. Neither was out of the question. Germany’s model of state and
federal co-ownership of railroads was potentially adaptable to Ameri-
can conditions. President McKinley’s assassin was an anarchist. Revo-
lutions in China, Mexico, and Russia in 1905 shook the propertied
classes everywhere. That same year, a new organization, the Industrial
Workers of the World IWW), convened a “Continental Congress of
the working class” in Chicago. The IWW echoed earlier labor move-
ments in its belief that “the working class and the employing class have
nothing in common,” but departed from them by declaring war on the
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wage labor system itself. Strongest in the West, where struggles be-
tween workers and employers were frequently settled by gunfire, the
IWW organized the unskilled workers neglected by the AFL, espe-
cially miners. Wobblies (as they were known) eschewed politics and
embraced direct action, such as strikes, boycotts, and demonstrations.
In its inclusion of Asians, women, African Americans, and immigrants,
the IWW was the most inclusive labor organization since the Knights
of Labor.

“ENGLISH ECONOMICS” AND ITS CRITICS

What Americans understood as “laissez-faire” economics (French
for “leave alone”) or the “free market,” Germans called “English eco-
nomics.” The German name historicized laissez-faire economic theo-
ries by tying them to Britain’s meteoric rise to world economic domi-
nation in the eighteenth century. In historicizing notions of economic
“freedom,” the Germans rebutted Scottish theorists like Adam Smith
who considered laissez-faire economics a “natural” phenomenon of
individual actions and private desires, and elevated the place where
this natural phenomenon occurred, the “market,” to a special realm of
autonomous and automatically self-regulating processes. Instead, Ger-
man economists of the late nineteenth century reimagined economics
in the language of policy and politics, and considered economic action
in the marketplace the product of social activities—in other words,
constructed by people and not by Nature or God.

Laissez-faire government never meant, as it was later asserted,
a state that merely guarded its people and their interests as a night
watchman. Indeed, the nineteenth-century British state was the model
administrative state, molding all sorts of issues, from military and im-
perial policy to sanitary regulations to mine inspections to limits on
the work of women and children. The maxim of classical economic
liberalism, which equated liberty with decentralized institutions and
minimal state intrusion into the economy, in practice sustained a state
capable of fining management for violating safety rules, sending chil-
dren to school, and demanding vaccination against infectious disease.
If there was room for government in laissez-faire economics, how-
ever, state action was nonetheless considered “outside” of an “organic”
market composed of individual actions and private desires: hence the
notion of the “interventionist” state.

As a cultural outpost of Britain, the United States had an early and
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lasting education in English economics. Germany did not share this
legacy. What it did share with the United States, and with Britain by
1900, was the reality that “free market” economic theories hindered
rather than helped efforts to address the social problems caused by
industrial capitalism. Social unrest, in turn, fomented political un-
rest. At the turn of the twentieth century, Wilhelmine Germany (so
called after its king, Wilhelm II) constructed a social welfare state un-
matched in Europe while simultaneously leaping to the front of the
pack in commercial success.

During these years, a generation of American scholars trained in
Germany brought back the German critique of laissez-faire economics
as well as new ways of thinking about how the state, through politics,
could pursue social justice and, hopefully, social peace. Americans
were both admiring of German social welfare policies, such as state-
run insurance systems that addressed issues of health, old age, unem-
ployment, and industrial accidents, and alarmed by German social and
economic advancement.

The fear that the United States was falling behind in the interna-
tional race of social and economic progress gave American reform-
ers an added sense of urgency and helped protect them from charges
of political utopianism. Theodore Roosevelt fumed in 1908 that the
United States was constantly singled out as a laggard at international
congresses on industrial work and social reform. How was it, asked
progressive writer Walter Weyl in his influential book The New Democ-
racy, that “the tortoise Europe” had “outdistanced the hare?”

PERPETUAL CENSORS

While progressives attacked laissez-faire economic theory, the justices
of the United States Supreme Court worked overtime to prop it up.
Their instrument was the due process clause found in both the Fifth
and the Fourteenth Amendments, which provided that no person shall
be deprived of “life, liberty or property without due process of law.”
In the Slaughter-House Cases (1873), a divided Supreme Court ac-
knowledged the power of government to pass laws for the common
good that impinged on individual lives, liberty, and property, as long
as the laws had a “reasonable” relation to a legitimate legislative pur-
pose, such as the protection of public health or safety. Anything else,
said the majority, would “fetter and degrade the State governments” by
subjecting them to federal oversight in realms, such as public health,
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traditionally left under local jurisdiction and turn the Supreme Court
into “perpetual censors” of every law passed by state legislatures.

When states established safety rules designed to protect workers
and consumers and passed laws regulating minimum pay and maxi-
mum hours, however, the Supreme Court changed its mind. In a series
of highly controversial decisions beginning in the 1890s, a conservative
majority of the justices held unconstitutional a broad range of progres-
sive laws, including those guaranteeing a minimum wage, prohibiting
child labor, and regulating the banking, insurance, and transportation
industries.

Relying on what came to be called substantive due process, the
court elevated “liberty,” particularly liberty of contract, above other
rights. This trend came to a head in 1905 in Lochner v. New York, in
which a five-justice majority denied the constitutionality of a state-
mandated 60-hour workweek for bakers. According to the majority,
the pertinent question was, “Is this a fair, reasonable and appropriate
exercise of the . .. power of the State, or is it an unreasonable, unneces-
sary and arbitrary interference with the right of the individual to his
personal liberty?”

In a stinging dissent, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes criticized the
majority’s reliance on laissez-faire thinking, and insisted that the US
Constitution does not “embody a particular economic theory.” Al-
though the majority might find workers’ protection laws “novel and
even shocking,” that shock “ought not to conclude our judgment upon
the question whether statutes embodying them conflict with the Con-
stitution of the United States.” Warning that the majority was substi-
tuting its own values for the Constitution, Holmes reminded them that
only a few days earlier the court had upheld the constitutionality of a
mandatory vaccination law, despite the claim that it, too, impinged on
the liberty of the individual.

Lochner enshrined liberty of contract as the very essence of indi-
vidual freedom. Logically, this argument should apply to all workers.
Did it? What about child laborers? What about adult women workers?

In 1908, the Supreme Court upheld an Oregon law that limited
the number of hours women could work in a day. The court ruled in
Muller v. Oregon that women’s procreative powers differentiated them
from men, and that the state had a legitimate, reasonable interest in
protecting the future of “the race” by protecting women’s health, even
if that limited their contract rights. Following Muller, 39 states enacted
women’s working hours legislation as well as a stack of new child labor
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statutes. Considered a victory for reform in its day, Muller’s accep-
tance of differential treatment on the basis of sex reinforced the com-
mon view of women workers as weak, dependent, and undeserving of
the same economic rights—such as equal pay —as men.

America in the World, 1901-1912

The Spanish-American War marked the beginning of what would later
be called the American Century, as the United States dipped its toes
into the deep waters of great power politics. In 1901, the colonies and
protectorates of the six European great powers covered two-thirds
of the earth’s surface and one-third of its population. As President
McKinley announced that year, American “isolation was no longer
possible or desirable.”

DUTY, DOLLARS, AND DESTINY

Because the ongoing war in the Philippines had soured many Ameri-
cans on colonies, nonisolation took the form of expanding and safe-
guarding American commercial interests. Although the United States
solidified its influence in the Caribbean and the Pacific Basin, it did not
acquire new colonies or join any of the alliances that marked European
politics in the years leading up to World War L.

Acquisition of the Philippines nonetheless led the United States
to play a more active role on the Asian mainland. Following China’s
loss in the Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895), Britain, Germany, Russia,
and Japan all staked out spheres of interest there —what diplomats re-
ferred to as “slicing the Chinese melon.” Worried about being locked
out of the lucrative China market, the McKinley administration issued
in 1899 the Open Door Policy, which urged the imperial powers not
to discriminate against the commerce of other nations within their
spheres of influence in China, while at the same time leaving open the
possibility of acquiring an American sphere of influence there. “May
we not want a slice, if it is to be divided?” inquired McKinley.

The man who as assistant secretary of the Navy ordered the fleet
to the Philippines was predictably uninhibited as president when it
came to foreign affairs. Always appreciative of sea power, Roosevelt
was himself a shrewd naval strategist. “In a dozen years,” he predicted
in 1904, “the English, Americans and Germans, who now dread one
another as rivals in the trade of the Pacific, will have each to dread the
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Japanese more than they do any other nation.” The United States, he
decided, needed a stronger navy.

It also needed to assert control of its neighborhood. Having heeded
British poet Rudyard Kipling’s admonition to “take up the white man’s
burden” and join the imperial club of “civilized” nations in 1898, the
United States relied on a combination of diplomacy and military and
industrial strength to protect its international interests, which were
mostly commercial. “Speak softly but carry a big stick” was how
Roosevelt described his strategy, and he followed his own advice as-
siduously.

In the Caribbean, Roosevelt jealously guarded America’s sphere
of influence. In 1902, he risked war with Germany to prevent it from
establishing a military presence in Venezuela. Two years later, he an-
nounced what was immediately dubbed the “Roosevelt Corollary” to
the Monroe Doctrine: the United States would respect the sovereignty
of Latin American and Caribbean nations as long as they conducted
their affairs with “decency,” but would intervene in cases of “brutal
wrongdoing,” such as defaulting on debts to European nations and na-
tionals. The Roosevelt Corollary made the United States the police-
man and debt collector of the Western Hemisphere.

Defending a transoceanic empire required a link between the Atlan-
tic and the Pacific. When the Colombian Senate rejected the United
States’ offer to buy a narrow strip of land running through the state
of Panama in 1903, Roosevelt let it be known that the United States
would support a rebellion if Panama seceded from Colombia. The
revolution promptly materialized, an American gunboat appeared to
prevent Colombian reinforcements, and work on the Panama Canal —
just the sort of heroically difficult task Roosevelt loved —began.

THE BEST HERDER OF EMPERORS SINCE NAPOLEON

In February 1904, Japan, convinced that Russian influence in East Asia
threatened its imperial ambitions in Korea and China, launched a sur-
prise attack that crushed the Russian fleet at Port Arthur in southern
Manchuria. Japan occupied Korea and pushed the Russians deep into
Manchuria, to the north. As the tiny Asian nation pummeled inept
Russian troops, Roosevelt worried about the global balance of power
as well as theories of racial supremacy that he and his associates took
for granted. The president stepped in and convinced the combatants to
negotiate their differences at a peace conference in Portsmouth, New
Hampshire.
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The treaty negotiated by Roosevelt in August 1905 left Japan in con-
trol of Korea and Port Arthur, and Manchuria open to both powers.
Russia lost territory, but escaped having to pay compensation to Japan
for costs incurred in the war. Henry Adams pronounced Roosevelt
“the best herder of emperors since Napoleon.” The president became
the first American honored with a Nobel Peace Prize. To demonstrate
that America was now an international force to be reckoned with,
Roosevelt sent 16 navy battleships on a “goodwill mission” around the
world. The Great White Fleet was received warmly in ports on both
sides of the Pacific, including Japan, whose admirals decided to ex-
pand their own navy.

Having negotiated peace between Japan and Russia, Roosevelt was
furious when the United States’ good relations with Japan were jeopar-
dized in 1906 by San Francisco’s creation of separate public schools for
whites and “Orientals.” Acknowledging Japan’s new status as a world
power, Roosevelt remarked acidly that San Franciscans had been
happy to accept $100,000 in emergency aid from Japan after the dev-
astating earthquake earlier that year, and suggested that anti-Japanese
sentiment was rooted in resentment “of their efficiency as workers.”
The president smoothed Japan’s feathers by convincing San Francisco
to repeal the school segregation law in exchange for a voluntary agree-
ment with Japan to limit immigration to the United States. The 1907
Gentlemen’s Agreement saved Japanese face while placating nativist
sentiment in California.

The imperial herder had another opportunity to exercise his nego-
tiating talents when French efforts to dominate Morocco threatened
German interests there and brought the two nations to the brink of
war. Roosevelt intervened, he said, to prevent a possible “world con-
flagration.” At this time, elaborate treaties connecting France, Britain,
and Russia, on the one hand, and Germany and Austria-Hungary on
the other, obliged each nation to defend its allies in case of war. No one
expected France to invade Germany anytime soon; these interlock-
ing treaties focused on imperial possessions in Africa and Asia, and
were designed to prevent what had happened to Russia in the war with
Japan. Asserting the right of the United States to intervene in Euro-
pean matters when they endangered its own national security, Roose-
velt nudged France and Germany toward the peace table.

The American national security threats Roosevelt referred to were
not in Europe or Africa: they were in Latin America and the south-
ern Pacific, where German machinations had begun to worry the
Roosevelt administration. At the conference of Algeciras, in southern
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Spain, Roosevelt backed France, flattered the touchy German kaiser
Wilhelm II, and, when the kaiser appeared ready to abandon the talks,
threatened to publish private correspondence in which Germany had
pledged to compromise. France got what it wanted, and the kaiser re-
ceived Roosevelt’s fulsome praise for his “epoch-making political suc-
cess” and “masterly policy.” War was averted, but Germany was angry
and the kaiser still spoiled for a fight.

DOLLAR DIPLOMACY

Secretary of State Richard Olney’s declaration in 1895 —three years
before the onset of the Spanish-American War —that the United States
was ready “to realize its great place among the powers of the earth”
and “to accept the commanding position belonging to it,” was aimed
at two targets: domestic isolationists, and Germany and Britain, whose
continued commercial and military forays in Latin America irritated a
series of occupants of the White House. By 1904, when the Roosevelt
Corollary was announced, the United States had solidified its influ-
ence in its own neighborhood, as Roosevelt would have put it.

When William Howard Taft succeeded Roosevelt in 1903, the ad-
ministration promoted a new form of “dollar diplomacy,” which aimed
to replace European political and economic influence, especially in
Latin America, through dollars rather than bullets. The Taft admin-
istration treated Latin American nations like failing corporations,
injecting capital and reorganizing management. American bankers
loaned foreign governments the funds they needed to pay off Euro-
pean creditors. American experts then tied the debtor nation’s cur-
rency to the dollar, redesigned its tax structure, budgets, and tariffs,
and set the terms of its foreign trade. When the Senate and some Cen-
tral American countries balked at treaties containing these terms, the
government turned to “colonialism by contract” through agreements
with private businesses and foreign governments minded by the “be-
nevolent supervision” of the State Department.

This neocolonial approach provoked nationalist opposition in some
of the “rotten little countries” (as Woodrow Wilson put it) south of
the border. Guatemala refused the American proposals; Costa Rica
refinanced its debt through European banks. Honduras’s congress
refused American terms, but Sam “the Banana Man” Zemurray, an
American entrepreneur already busily converting Honduras into a
“banana republic,” financed a rebellion against the Honduran govern-
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ment led by an American soldier of fortune and backed up by a US war-
ship. In the Dominican Republic, rebels furious with the government’s
acquiescence to US terms seized control of several customshouses,
leading Taft to send in the US Marines. Similar policies spurred a revo-
lution in Nicaragua as well. Members of the US Senate, distressed by
this state of affairs, revolted and refused to ratify Taft’s treaties.

Woodrow Wilson, who followed Taft as president in 1912, continued
his predecessor’s dollar diplomacy policies, most dramatically in
Haiti. In the midst of a bloody anti-American revolt in July 1915, Presi-
dent Wilson sent 330 marines to occupy the island. Within six weeks,
American representatives controlled Haitian customshouses, banks,
and the national treasury, and negotiated the repayment of French and
American debts. American advisors controlled Haiti, backed up by the
US Marines, for the next 19 years, until President Franklin D. Roose-
velt (who had been assistant secretary of the Navy under Wilson when
Haiti was first occupied) withdrew American troops in 1934.

These heavy-handed American interventions in Latin America per-
manently altered relations between the United States and its neighbors
to the south. What Theodore Roosevelt and Taft considered “benevo-
lent supervision” was experienced as an arrogant attempt to impose
American values and institutions on other nations. Economic ma-
nipulation and the military occupations that often followed destabi-
lized a region the United States sought to calm and damaged America’s
long-term interests. The nation that in the nineteenth century had in-
spired republican revolutions in South and Central America became
by 1910 “the Colossus of the North,” a domineering neighbor that, in
the words of poet Rubén Dario, yoked “the cult of Mammon to the
cult of Hercules.”

AMERICANS ABROAD

Not all adventures abroad were conducted by the state. Americans in-
creasingly left their own shores. In 1900, it took only a week to cross
the Atlantic by steamship. Americans built railroads and mines in
Mexico, sold life insurance to Russians, and planted sugar in Hawai’i.
American students flooded European universities, and American heir-
esses married English nobility long on castles but short on cash. Prot-
estant missionaries, who often served as an advance guard for com-
mercial interests while spreading the Gospel, fanned out across the
world, especially to China and Japan. Missionary work offered oppor-



60 ¥ CHAPTER TWO

tunities for women, who also took a leading role in the creation of
international relief programs.

Others stayed home but turned their attention beyond American
shores. Women segued easily from work on suffrage and temperance
to international causes, including a burgeoning world peace move-
ment. Organized women campaigned for disarmament and joined
conferences in The Hague on international arbitration of disputes.
In 1905, the American Red Cross was chartered as a semiofficial gov-
ernment agency and led many emergency humanitarian operations.
African Americans such as antilynching activist Ida Wells-Barnett re-
minded the world that the United States was not immune from bar-
barism.

Groups of organized citizens also inserted themselves directly into
American foreign policy. For example, after hundreds of anti-Jewish
pogroms (organized massacres of an ethnic, religious, or racial mi-
nority group) took place in Russia between 1903 and 1906, Ameri-
can Jews conducted mass protests in New York and Chicago and de-
manded government action. President Roosevelt declined to act, but
he did pass on a petition to the Russian government—which resulted
in a rebuke from the Russian ambassador, who considered the petition
“unbecoming” coming from a nation that lynched African Americans
and beat up Chinese.

The president’s hand was forced after more than 3,000 Jews were
killed during the 1905 revolution in Russia, however. In New York City,
50,000 Jewish Americans marched, and leading financier Jacob Schiff
called for military intervention in Russia. When this was, predictably,
rejected, Schiff and other Jewish bankers blocked US and European
loans to Russia for its war with Japan and helped the Japanese secure
funds—hoping that a Russian military defeat might provoke revolu-
tion. In 1906, the protesters formed the American Jewish Committee
(AJC) to further their goals.

Since the great majority of the world’s Jews lived in the Russian
Empire (which included parts of Poland), it is not surprising that an
organization concerned with anti-Semitism and Jewish life would
focus on Russia. In an effort to improve conditions for Russian Jews,
the leaders of the AJC focused on the Russian-American commercial
treaty of 1832, which called for equal treatment for citizens of all coun-
tries, and argued that the treaty should either be honored or ended. In
December 1911, responding to pressure by American Jews, the House
of Representatives passed a resolution 300-1 favoring abrogation of
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the treaty. Critics complained that a minority group had influenced
foreign policy; American Jewish leaders hailed their “great victory for
human rights.” Both claims were true —as was the fact that the United
States was the only great power to speak out against Russian treatment
of Jews.

The Progressive Era

Early twentieth-century Americans confronted a host of social and
political problems generated by what journalist Ray Stannard Baker
described as “industrialism forcing itself into politics.” Industrialism
entered politics through many doors: through labor disputes such as
strikes and lockouts, through the explosive growth of American cities,
through new conceptions of economic citizenship and understand-
ings of its relationship with political equality, and, above all, through
visible and disturbing social extremes. Animated by the belief that
economic and social conditions could not be divorced from politics,
reformers sought collective solutions to what they considered inescap-
ably collective problems.

THE PROGRESSIVES

Between about 1895 and 1920, an emerging class of educated middle-
class Americans attacked the social problems they saw all around
them. More an ethos than an organized movement, the people dubbed
“progressives” had at least one thing in common: an unshakeable faith
in the ability of people to change the world for the better. “There are
no necessary evils,” explained one progressive minister. “There are no
insoluble problems. Whatever is wrong cannot be eternal, and what-
ever is right cannot be impossible.”

Progressives were as varied as the causes they championed. They
cut across political, religious, gender, race, and regional boundaries.
What bound progressives together was a shared belief in scientific
inquiry (they had a voracious appetite for data) and strategic, ratio-
nal state regulation. Politically, they were nonpartisan: “progressive”
was an adjective attached to the nouns “Democrat” and “Republican.”
By 1910, the progressive movement had made significant gains, espe-
cially in the South (under the Democrats) and the far West and Mid-
west (under the GOP). Progressive state legislatures enacted limited
woman suffrage, direct ballot initiatives and referenda, regulatory re-
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straints on railroads and insurance companies, corporate taxes, and
laws restricting some of the most extreme industrial employment prac-
tices, such as child labor. The criminal justice system was overhauled;
probation, parole, juvenile courts, and specialized family courts were
all Progressive Era innovations.

Some progressive reforms were structural, aimed at the machinery
of governance itself. In many midsized cities across the country, cam-
paigns for municipal home rule liberated city governments from state
overseers. City managers with planning and administration experi-
ence replaced elected mayors, and municipal at-large voting schemes
diluted the power of party machines. The new nonpartisan govern-
ments lost no time in establishing administrative oversight and regula-
tion of vital utilities such as streetcars, gas, water, and electricity. Other
states followed California’s lead and required nonpartisan elections for
certain specialized positions, such as judges and school boards. Wis-
consin, with its lively university in Madison and its German socialists
in Milwaukee, pioneered so many progressive reforms that it became
known as the “laboratory of democracy.”

While progressive leaders theorized a new conception of govern-
ment, their “new democracy,” in the words of an influential book,
exposed the ambivalence of many reformers about popular self-
government. Progressive political innovations such as referenda and
initiatives empowered voters to decide policy questions directly
for themselves through the ballot. Recall elections enabled them to
“throw the bums out.” Primary elections shifted the selection of can-
didates from the back room to the polling booth. In 1913, the Seven-
teenth Amendment to the Constitution transferred the power of ap-
pointing United States Senators from state legislatures to the people,
through popular election.

At the same time, though, these self-proclaimed champions of the
people often harbored a barely concealed disdain for the political ca-
pacity of many of their fellow citizens. In their view, what was needed
was an enlightened electorate, rather than merely an expanded one.
Elaborate registration processes, literacy tests, poll taxes, and the
secret ballot reduced the immigrant vote in the North, the Asian vote
in the West, and all but eliminated the black vote in the South.

PETTICOAT POLITICIANS AND SEWER SOCIALISTS

As government power expanded into previously “private” realms, “pri-
vate” actors entered the public sphere. The most numerous and obvi-
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ous example of this was the energetic involvement of middle-class
women in reform movements of all stripes. Still barred from formal
politics but increasingly the beneficiary of higher education in high
schools and women’s colleges, the organized and ambitious “New
Women” of the turn of the century spearheaded a great deal of the
era’s search for social peace and rationality.

In the last decade of the nineteenth century, new female-dominated
institutions fostered an atmosphere of experimentation, learning, and
social progress. In 1889, college graduates Jane Addams and Ellen
Gates Starr established Hull House in a poor immigrant neighborhood
of Chicago. There, they offered everything from seminars in breast-
feeding to English-language classes, concerts, and lectures, and sought
to create “Americans” out of widely diverse communities divided
along ethnic, racial, and religious lines. By 1900, there were nearly 100
settlement houses in major cities; most were founded by women who
were fast on their way to creating a new profession: social work.

Women justified their growing public presence in civic affairs by
appealing to their “natural” roles as wives and mothers. Demanding
that government accept some responsibility to provide basic services
like clean drinking water, sewers, and schools, female reformers de-
veloped a new and sophisticated conception of the role of the state,
particularly in areas considered woman’s provenance and an extension
of her home: hunger, housing, health, sanitation, children, and educa-
tion. So long as the state was thought to exist principally to make war
and regulate commerce, male rule was, in the words of one champion
of woman suffrage, “inevitable, natural and beneficent.” But as soon as
the state “took upon itself any form of educative, charitable or person-
ally helpful work [social work],” it entered the realm of female exper-
tise, and “therefore became in need of the service of women.”

In addition to their efforts to achieve woman suffrage, women’s clubs
across the nation advocated legislation limiting the working hours of
women and children, improving municipal housing codes, restricting
the sale of alcohol, expanding public education, and promoting pub-
lic health, including campaigns for uncontaminated milk, classes in
infant care and nutrition, and women’s health education designed to
help mothers limit family size. In New York, the nurse and social activ-
ist Lillian Wald pioneered the role of public nurses by bringing her ex-
pertise to the crowded Lower East Side, where she traveled from one
building to another by rooftop to avoid streets teeming with people
and the inevitable by-product of horse-drawn trollies.

White southerners thought they had removed “the Negro” from
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politics after disenfranchisement. But “politics” itself was transformed
by progressives, who, in the South as elsewhere, created clients of the
state by expanding its operations. Like white women, African Ameri-
can women participated in progressive campaigns to improve educa-
tion, public health, or city life. Civic leagues organized by black women
joined white women in community cleanup days that planted seeds of
interracial cooperation and offered black women access to municipal
resources lost with black men’s votes.

Dismissed as “petticoat politicians” by the Right and “sewer social-
ists” by the Left, organized women took up causes that ranged far
and wide. Although “municipal housekeeping” arguments created an
opening wedge for organized women in politics, they also reinforced
traditional notions of “women’s role” in society and reaffirmed the
sexual division of labor that had long limited workingwomen’s options
(and earnings) and undermined women’s efforts to achieve political
and economic equality.

THE PANIC OF 1907

In mid-October 1907, Montana copper magnates Otto and F. Augustus
Heinze tried to raise the stock price of their company, United Copper,
by purchasing as many shares as possible. They were backed by Wall
Street banker Charles W. Morse, who in turn was backed by Charles T.
Barney, president of the Knickerbocker Trust Company, the third-
largest bank in New York City.

At first, the plan worked as intended. But after a brief rise, the value
of United Copper stock plummeted. Shareholders were ruined, includ-
ing the State Savings Bank of Butte, Montana, which held United Cop-
per stock as collateral for many of its loans. “Banks Totter,” screamed a
headline of the Boston Post, as the panic spread to Morse’s Mercantile
National Bank in New York and Barney’s Knickerbocker Trust, which
closed its doors on October 22 after investors withdrew the staggering
sum of $8 million in three hours.

That afternoon, leading New York bankers met with Treasury Sec-
retary George B. Cortelyou at the Madison Avenue mansion of John
Pierpont (J. P.) Morgan, the most powerful banker in the nation. To
halt the cascading bank collapse, Cortelyou agreed to deposit govern-
ment funds in the Trust Company of America, which Morgan declared
sound, and the bankers pledged to shore up several New York banks to
keep investment moving on the stock exchange. To build public confi-
dence, John D. Rockefeller —the richest man in America—announced
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that he would back the banks with as much as half of his accumulated
wealth.

Learning that New York City was on the brink of bankruptcy, Mor-
gan agreed to buy $30 million worth of municipal bonds. He also ar-
ranged a rescue of one of the stock market’s largest brokerage houses,
Moore & Schley, which had borrowed recklessly, using its stock in the
Tennessee Coal, Iron and Railroad Company (TCI) as collateral. If
panicked banks called Moore & Schley’s loans, it would have to sell off
its shares of TCI, which would ruin both it and TCI, and exacerbate
and prolong the crisis.

Morgan proposed that his firm, United States Steel, which con-
trolled roughly 70 percent of the steel industry, would stabilize Moore
& Schley by buying its shares of TCI—ifthe federal government would
agree not to challenge its actions under the Sherman Antitrust Act. On
November 4, President Roosevelt accepted the deal, praising “those
conservative and substantial business men in this crisis who have acted
with such wisdom and public spirit.” Further crisis was averted, but
Roosevelt was worried.

The Panic of 1907 was caused by bankers and solved by them. Both
facts revealed the extent to which the national economy was con-
trolled by a small coterie of immensely wealthy private individuals,
and the extreme vulnerability of the nation to their actions. For Roose-
velt and other reformers, the panic demonstrated the vital necessity of
governmental oversight of the financial systems—not simply to police
what Roosevelt called “successful dishonesty,” but to recalibrate the
relationship of government to big business as one of superiority rather
than negotiation. A balance must be struck between “the people and
their governmental agents” and those men of vast wealth who were
otherwise answerable to no one but themselves.

REPUBLICAN FRACTURE, 1908-1912

In 1904, Theodore Roosevelt pledged to respect the “wise custom” that
presidents serve no more than eight years in office. By 1908, when his
time was up, he regretted that pledge. But if he would not run for re-
election, at least he could handpick his Republican successor. Roose-
velt turned to his good friend Secretary of War William Howard Taft.
Believing his legacy in good hands, Roosevelt handed the reins to Taft
and left to go big game hunting in Africa. “Let every lion do his duty,”
growled J. P. Morgan.

Taft was less progressive than his predecessor in the area that most



66 * CHAPTER TWO

preoccupied Roosevelt: the danger concentrated economic power
posed to political democracy. While Theodore Roosevelt occupied
the White House, the progressives made headway at the national level
through the Republican Party. But Taft was unable and unmotivated
to tame the conservative wing of his party, which was anchored in East
Coast banking and industry. This wing steadfastly opposed rethinking
the relationship between democratic politics and government regula-
tion of the economy, which was the core concern of both Democratic
and Republican progressives.

In 1909, conservative Republicans in the Senate, dominated by a
group of men transported by state legislatures directly from the board-
room to the Senate such as Simon Guggenheim of Colorado (mining),
Henry DuPont of Delaware (chemicals), and financier Nelson Aldrich
(who was John Rockefeller’s son-in-law) of Rhode Island, alienated
their progressive brethren by passing the protectionist Payne-Aldrich
Tariff of 1909. Wisconsin senator Robert “Fighting Bob” La Follette
protested the new tariff to little effect.

In the congressional elections of 1910, Democrats campaigning on
tariff reform and expanded public power won a majority in the House
and effective control of the Senate through alliance with progressive
Republicans. This was too much for Roosevelt, who returned home
and set his sights once again on politics.

In January 1912, convinced that only he could win the support of
the people and reunite the Republican Party, Roosevelt announced
his availability as a presidential candidate. When Taft nevertheless
secured the GOP nomination, Roosevelt and his followers marched
out of the Republican convention and formed the Progressive Party
(referred to later as the Bull Moose Party, after Roosevelt proclaimed
himself “strong as a bull moose” following an assassination attempt).

While the Republicans fractured, the Democrats gained strength
and discipline. Their 1912 ticket was headed by the progressive gov-
ernor of New Jersey, Woodrow Wilson. The Georgia-born son and
grandson of Presbyterian ministers was raised in postwar Virginia.
Possessed of a minister’s oratorical powers but lacking a pastoral call-
ing, Wilson attended Princeton University and then earned a doctorate
in political science and American history from Johns Hopkins. In 1902,
he became president of Princeton, where he attacked social privilege
and stressed scholarly achievement. In 1910, hard-pressed by muck-
rakers and reformers, the Democratic bosses of New Jersey made Wil-
son their candidate for governor. The bosses soon learned what the
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trustees of Princeton already knew: Wilson was independent minded,
sure of himself, and stubborn. In the two years he governed New Jer-
sey, Wilson implemented an anticorruption reform agenda that in-
cluded business regulation, workplace safety, and limits on campaign
spending.

Tutored by William Jennings Bryan, Wilson campaigned for presi-
dent in 1912 as anti-tariff and antitrust. With the Republican vote split
between Taft and Roosevelt, Wilson won easily. Roosevelt came in
second, Taft third, and Socialist Eugene Debs doubled his showing
from 1908, polling just under one million votes (6 percent of the total),
mostly from the West.

New Freedoms

Making good on his campaign vision of “New Freedom,” Woodrow
Wilson worked closely with Democratic congressional leaders, laid
out a legislative program in his first inaugural address, held press con-
ferences every week, and became the first president in more than a
century to address Congress personally rather than by presidential
message. During his first term in office, Wilson inaugurated what his-
torian Michael Kazin has called “the greatest rush of reform legislation
in U.S. history until the New Deal.”

THE REVOLUTION OF 1913, PART 1: MONEY

The new president made tariff reform his first priority. With a dis-
ciplined party caucus behind him, Wilson denounced high tariffs as
a subsidy to large manufacturers, “class legislation” for a class that
needed no extra help. The Underwood Tariff Act of 1913 slashed rates
by more than a quarter, pushing them back to the pre-Civil War level
(the last time agrarians had shaped national economic policy). To
pay for the reduction in revenue, Congress turned to a longstanding
Democratic proposal: a federal income tax on the wealthy.

Because the Supreme Court had cut off the statutory avenue to a
federal income tax with its decision in Pollock v. Farmers’ Loan and
Trust Company, Democrats proposed an amendment to the Consti-
tution, which passed easily and was quickly ratified by the states. The
federal income tax implemented under the Sixteenth Amendment left
most workers and farmers untouched. It established a 1 percent tax on
corporate income and on individual income over $3,000 ($4,000 for
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a couple), a graduated 1-3 percent surcharge on income over $20,000,
and a 4 percent charge on income in excess of $75,000. Guided by
Bryan, who knew when to compromise, congressional Democrats
who wanted higher rates went along. Conservative Republicans com-
plained that the new tax would “plunder” successful families of the
industrial East and Midwest, and they had a point: four states—New
York, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and Illinois—supplied almost 60
percent of the combined new income and corporation taxes. Andrew
Carnegie (who supported the tax) and John D. Rockefeller (who did
not) each wrote six-figure checks to the Treasury.

The Sixteenth Amendment permanently altered federal fiscal
policy, but it was not only about revenue. In targeting highly concen-
trated wealth, the income tax addressed the broader Progressive Era
concern about growing income inequality, which increasing numbers
of Americans considered a menace to democracy. Both the income tax
and lower tariff rates had been at the heart of Democratic politics since
Grover Cleveland’s presidency, and represented 25 years of relentless
focus by Bryan and other progressives. Wilson’s secretary of agricul-
ture David F. Houston exulted, “Tariff revision downwards. . . . A pro-
gressive income tax! I did not think we would live to see such things!”

Brushing aside his peers’ complaints of creeping communism,
Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes embraced the new tax. “I like to pay
taxes,” he announced. “With them I buy civilization.” By “civilization,”
Holmes did not mean museums and public libraries, although he en-
joyed both. He did not mean government. He meant the civic peace
and sense of national community necessary for American civilization
to flourish. Holmes’s enthusiasm for taxes begs a question, however:
given the reality of income disparity under capitalism, how did taxes
preserve the democratic process in a way that the tariff—also a form
of government redistribution of economic resources—did not? The
answer for Holmes and for other supporters of a graduated income tax
was that a tax on wealth revealed and reinforced the nation’s dedica-
tion to a spectrum of inequality that had limits. The definition of those
limits would change over time, but the role of the federal government
in policing them in the interest of national political community would
endure.

THE REVOLUTION OF 1913, PART 2: BANKS

The Bankers’ Panic of 1907 convinced even bankers that the nation’s
banking and credit institutions needed reform. As with the income
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tax and the tariff, congressional debate over monetary policy triggered
regional competition for control over the regulatory processes of eco-
nomic life and, ultimately, over the distribution of wealth. Bankers,
represented in Congress by northeastern senators, favored a central
bank under private (ideally, their own) control. Members of Congress
from nonindustrial regions, on the other hand, sought to limit the
economic power and influence of northeastern commercial interests.
Southerners in particular remained deeply suspicious of any form of
central bank, but clamored for a banking system that would put the
farmer and small businessman only “a train’s ride away” from loan ap-
proval.

In the midst of this debate, a congressional investigation into the
banking industry led by Louisiana congressman Arsene Pujo pulled
back the curtains on a national banking and industrial empire con-
trolled by the directors of a half dozen New York and Boston banks.
The growing power of a small number of investment bankers over the
nation’s industrial, transportation, and communications corporations
alarmed many. J. P. Morgan was, unsurprisingly, the most powerful of
all. By 1910, the House of Morgan and its associates controlled the na-
tion’s ten great railroad networks, three largest life insurance compa-
nies, and US Steel, General Electric, International Harvester, Western
Union, and AT&T — corporations whose market dominance approxi-
mated monopoly control.

The Pujo Committee’s charts and diagrams illustrating the multiple
and intersecting roles played by the “Money Trust” set the stage for
passage of a major piece of Democratic reform legislation: the Fed-
eral Reserve Act of 1913. This act provided for the creation of up to 12
regional institutions to serve as “bankers’ banks” that would pool de-
posits and loan money to smaller banks, and established a single new
United States currency, the Federal Reserve note (known as the US
dollar). The banks would be overseen by the Federal Reserve Board,
whose members would be appointed by the president. Republican
Senator Nelson Aldrich and other representatives of banking inter-
ests assailed the bill, which they denounced as “this preposterous oft-
spring of ignorance and unreason . . . covered all over with the slime
of Bryanism.”

The 1913 Federal Reserve Act, or the Glass-Owen Bill (after Virginia
senator Carter Glass and Oklahoma representative Robert Owen),
established an unprecedented level of “government intervention in
the most sensitive area of the capitalistic economy.” Rather than turn
the management of the reserve system over to the bankers them-
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selves, Congress created a powerful public institution with wide dis-
cretion to set monetary policy by controlling the supply of money and
credit. Denounced as “socialistic” by the banking elite and conserva-
tive Republicans, the act was a signal victory for President Wilson,
who, with Bryan’s help, overcame southern Democrats’ reflexive dis-
like of a central bank. The result was a federal banking system that re-
flected agrarian interests while at the same time protecting banks and
their depositors by backing the system with the power of the Treasury.
Another piece of financial legislation, enacted over the vociferous ob-
jections of mortgage bankers, was the Federal Farm Loan Act, which
created a network of Federal Land Banks, 12 in all, that provided des-
perately needed farm credit. Taken together, the Sixteenth Amend-
ment, the Federal Reserve Act, and the Federal Farm Loan Act con-
stituted a significant reallocation of economic power from private to
public hands and a recalibration of the previously dominant influence
of the industrial Northeast.

THE REVOLUTION OF 1913, PART 3:
JIM CROW COMES TO WASHINGTON

Although Woodrow Wilson came to Washington via New Jersey, he
was a true son of the white South. The first southern president since
the Civil War, Wilson brought five white southerners into his cabinet,
including William G. McAdoo (secretary of the Treasury), Thomas W.
Gregory (attorney general), Josephus Daniels (secretary of the Navy),
and Albert S. Burlson (postmaster general). Nebraskan William Jen-
nings Bryan, the new secretary of state, was a hero to many in the
South. The president’s brilliant right-hand man, Colonel Edward M.
House, whom Wilson referred to as “my second personality,” hailed
from Texas.

The southern orientation of the administration quickly became ap-
parent when toilets, lunchrooms, and work areas were segregated in
the Treasury Department and the Post Office. Photographs were re-
quired on applications for federal civil service jobs, to facilitate dis-
crimination. Many African American officeholders were displaced,
and America’s traditionally black diplomatic representatives to Liberia
and Haiti were replaced with whites. Wilson’s response to complaints
by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP), formed in 1909, that he “honestly thought segregation to
be in the interest of the colored people,” fell on deaf ears. William
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Jennings Bryan, in so many other ways the conscience of the Demo-
cratic Party and the Wilson administration, had a noticeable blind
spot when it came to race. Capable of orating passionately on the un-
justness of American racism in the Philippines, Bryan had little to say
about the cruel and unequal treatment of African Americans at home.

The Republicans were not much better. Despite their antislavery
origins, the Republican tradition of supporting at least some measure
of racial equality had largely eroded by the time William McKinley
entered office in 1896. Theodore Roosevelt’s record on race was mixed.
On the one hand, he looked away when the army blamed a riot in
Houston on black soldiers and allowed them to be court-martialed
and dishonorably discharged. On the other hand, Roosevelt enraged
white supremacists in the South when he dined with black educator
and power broker Booker T. Washington at the White House in Octo-
ber 1901.South Carolina senator Benjamin Tillman thundered, “The
action of President Roosevelt in entertaining that nigger will necessi-
tate our killing a thousand niggers in the South before they will learn
their place again.” Shocked by the violence this invitation provoked,
Roosevelt determined to speak out against lynching. He did, while
visiting the South, in 1903. But he did not dine with another African
American in the White House.

White supremacist politics in what had become the one-party
South colored national Democrats’ positions on other questions as
well, particularly woman suffrage. Wilson refused to support a con-
stitutional amendment allowing women to vote. Although Bryan had
long championed the cause, southern Democrats preferred to disen-
franchise their wives and sisters than to offer an opening to black po-
litical power through the ballots of black women, who were as a group
more educated than black men and thus more likely to pass a literacy
test administered fairly.

THE REVOLUTION OF 1913, PART 4:
FOREIGN POLICY

Neither well-traveled nor especially interested in foreign affairs,
Woodrow Wilson appointed William Jennings Bryan, who was both,
as his secretary of state. A devout Presbyterian like the president,
Bryan believed that God had singled out the United States to teach
other nations how to “walk in the paths of liberty,” and that the best
way to do this was to promote peace through international initiatives.
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Although skeptics dismissed such initiatives as futile conversations
about “how future wars should be conducted in the best interests of
peace,” many influential Americans backed new organizations that
were dedicated to preventing armed conflict, such as the World Peace
Foundation, the Women’s International League for Peace and Free-
dom, and Andrew Carnegie’s Endowment for International Peace.
Confronted by the competing imperial aspirations of European na-
tions, an arms race, and the thicket of interlocking treaties that had so
alarmed Theodore Roosevelt at Algeciras in 1905, the new president
chose a pacifist as America’s face to the world.

As Europe rushed headlong toward war in 1913-1914, Secretary of
State Bryan negotiated a series of bilateral treaties in which each side
pledged to submit quarrels to international arbitration and eschew
armed conflict. By the summer of 1913, every major nation in Europe
had signed a “cooling off” treaty, with two ominous exceptions: Ger-
many and Austria-Hungary.

Turning their attention to Latin America, Wilson and Bryan sought
to mend fences. They negotiated a treaty with Colombia apologizing
and offering monetary compensation for the US role in the Panama-
nian revolution. The treaty provoked howls from Theodore Roosevelt
and failed in the Senate. But it earned the president favor south of the
border, as did a major speech in October 1913 in which Wilson dis-
avowed US economic imperialism in Latin America, linking the ex-
ploitative commercial interests there to the bankers and corporate
interests he was fighting at home.

Vowing to replace the “degrading policies” of dollar diplomacy
with a new policy of “sympathy and friendship,” the United States re-
mained unable to take its own best advice when dealing with its hemi-
spheric neighbors. Wilson and Bryan aspired to respect “our political
children,” as Bryan called them, but neither man could overcome his
own impulse toward paternalism and, frequently, racism. The result
was a period of military interventionism that exceeded even Roose-
velt’s exploits. During Wilson’s two terms in office, he sent American
troops to Cuba once, Panama twice, and Honduras five times. Nica-
ragua became a protectorate; the Dominican Republic was occupied
by marines in 1915, as was Haiti, after an especially bloody revolution
in which the Haitian president was killed and his dismembered body
dragged through the streets. When the marines finally went home,
they left behind dictatorial military regimes in both nations.

Wilson also intervened militarily in Mexico, where $600 million
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worth of American investment was imperiled after 1911 by a revolution
against the regime of Porfirio Diaz, who had ruled in the interest of
capital for decades. In 1913 Wilson, vowing to teach America’s neigh-
bors to “elect good men,” occupied Veracruz in an effort to shape the
outcome of the first great revolution of the twentieth century. It was
not as easy as he imagined. The lesson he learned —the futility of try-
ing to “direct by force . . . the internal processes of a revolution as pro-
found as that which occurred in France”—had lasting consequences
when applied four years later to the civil war in Russia sparked by the
Bolshevik revolution in October 1917.

%

By the midpoint of Woodrow Wilson’s first term, the United States had
passed through three decades of extraordinarily divisive economic,
political, and social upheaval. The reforms of 1901-1913 had moved the
nation in a new direction, and most Americans were optimistic about
the future. Although there was more work to be done, progressives
were pleased with the compromises struck between personal liberty
and collective coercion in the form of the state. Conservatives were
resigned, for the moment at least. The news that Austrian archduke
Francis Ferdinand and his wife had been assassinated in Sarajevo by an
American-born Serbian nationalist on June 28, 1914, was of only pass-
ing interest to most Americans. “The Hapsburgs were always getting
themselves killed,” remarked one observer.

In the summer of 1914, no one on either side of the Atlantic was pre-
pared for catastrophe. In the United States, President Wilson presided
over the soth anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg with soothing
platitudes about the commensurate valor of the men who wore the
blue and the gray. “War fell upon us late in the summer of 1914 as a ter-
rible surprise,” recalled one reformer. Within a matter of months, the
world was unrecognizable.
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CHAPTER 3

War, 1914—1924

Woodrow Wilson disclaimed any interest in foreign affairs. The former
professor of government was fascinated by domestic policy. “It would
be the irony of fate,” he remarked, “if my administration had to deal
chiefly with foreign affairs.”

Fate, as they say, can be a cruel mistress. Only 18 months into his
term, President Wilson was confronted with cataclysm in Europe.
His initial impulse was to steer clear of the slaughter. He recognized
both the necessity and the danger of attempting to mobilize a diverse
and potentially divided democracy for war. He understood that going
to war in such circumstances would require more than persuasion. It
would require repression.

Wilson had defeated not one but three adversaries in the 1912
presidential election. Two of them, progressive Republican Theodore
Roosevelt and Socialist Eugene V. Debs, hovered constantly in the
wings, offering diametrically opposed advice about the war in Europe.
Roosevelt was predictably bellicose and itched to enter the fray. Debs
was a pacifist determined to uphold the ideals of the international
brotherhood of man and create a “workers’ republic” of political and
economic equality at home. Debs’s Socialist Party opposed American
intervention in the conflict, even after the president called for legisla-
tion equating criticism of the war with treason. In proposing the Es-
pionage Act of 1917, the first federal legislation against disloyal expres-
sion since the Sedition Act of 1798, Wilson insisted that disloyalty “was
not a subject on which there was room for . . . debate.” Disloyal indi-
viduals, he explained, “sacrificed their right to civil liberties.”

The question, of course, was, what constituted “disloyalty”? Was it
disloyal to question the government’s conduct of the war? To wonder
whether any vital interests of the nation were at stake in the European
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conflict? To express doubt about the need for conscription? Wisconsin
senator Robert La Follette, who had his doubts about the wisdom of
joining the European conflict, conceded that “in time of war the citi-
zen must surrender some rights for the common good,” but he argued
that this did not include “the right of free speech.” To the contrary, it
was even more important in time of war than in time of peace that “the
channels for free public discussion . . . shall be open and unclogged.”
It was no solution, he concluded, “to say that when the war is over the
citizen may once again resume his rights,” for “now is precisely the
time when the country needs the counsel of all its citizens.”

In June 1918, a few months after American troops arrived in France,
Eugene Debs visited three Ohio Socialist leaders who had been ar-
rested for obstructing registration for the draft. Afterward, he ad-
dressed a cheering crowd of more than a thousand. “Three of our most
loyal comrades,” Debs began, had discovered the danger, “in a coun-
try fighting to make democracy safe in the world,” of exercising their
“constitutional right of free speech.” He continued: “They tell us that
we live in a great free republic; that our institutions are democratic;
that we are a free and self-governing people. This is too much,” he said
bitterly, “even for a joke. But it is not a subject for levity.” Debs ex-
horted his listeners to join the Socialist Party. He referred to the war
only once.

Nevertheless, Debs was promptly arrested and convicted for violat-
ing the Espionage Act, and sentenced to 10 years in prison. Six years
earlier, Eugene Debs had received nearly one million votes as a can-
didate for president of the United States. Now he was on his way to
prison. For critics of the war, Debs’s arrest, conviction, and imprison-
ment revealed just how profoundly the war had corrupted the political
landscape of America. Emma Goldman, known as “the High Priestess
of Anarchism,” who was herself imprisoned and then deported for her
views, was livid: “We say that if America has entered the war to make
the world safe for democracy,” then “she must first make democracy
safe in America. How else is the world to take America seriously, when
democracy at home is daily being outraged, free speech suppressed,
peaceable assemblies broken up by overbearing and brutal gangsters
in uniform; when free press is curtailed and every independent opin-
ion gagged? Verily, poor as we are in democracy, how can we give of it
to the world?” Such was the political challenge presented America by
the First World War.
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The War to End All Wars

The First World War, which pitted the “friendly alliance” of Britain,
France, and Russia against the Central Powers of Germany, Austria-
Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire, shattered a system of colonial
rule and world trade that characterized the Age of Empire. Of the five
great European empires that entered the war—the Ottoman, Austro-
Hungarian, German, Russian, and British— only the British survived.
For Europe, the war was an epic disaster that destroyed a generation
and inaugurated a half century of impoverishment, debilitation, and
political revolution. The United States, which suffered no war damage,
sustained relatively few casualties, and benefited economically from
the war, emerged from the struggle the richest and most powerful na-
tion on earth.

A LESS-THAN-PRINCIPLED NEUTRALITY

By 1914, the United States had been tested by three decades of divisive
economic, political, and social upheaval. President Woodrow Wilson’s
reluctance to enter the European conflict reflected his belief that the
progressive reforms of the previous decade would be the first casualty
of war. “Every reform we have won,” he declared in 1914, “will be lost
if we go into this war. We have been making a fight on special privilege.
We have got new tariff and currency and trust legislation. We don’t yet
know how they will work. They are not thoroughly set.” Calling for
impartiality “in thought as well as in action,” the president and his top
advisors, with the significant exception of Secretary of State William
Jennings Bryan, nevertheless favored the Allies.

Both sides in the war relied on American money and material;
each wanted to restrict the other’s access to it, regardless of conse-
quences to noncombatants. A British naval blockade denied the Cen-
tral Powers essential supplies and resulted in the death by starvation
of over 500,000 German civilians. The population of neutral Belgium,
occupied by the Germans in August 1914, was saved from the same
fate only through the intervention of the Commission for Belgian Re-
lief. Headed by mining engineer and humanitarian Herbert Hoover,
the “piratical state organized for benevolence” circumnavigated the
British blockade and fed an estimated nine million people a day at a
cost of over one billion dollars.

Whereas Britain could deny Germany outside aid by mining ship-
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ping lanes and blockading the European coast, Germany had to resort
to submarine warfare to cut off shipping to England and France. Ger-
many’s policy infuriated the United States, which maintained its right
under international law to trade freely with all belligerents. Ameri-
can trade with Germany and Austria fell from $169.2 million in 1914 to
a mere $1.1 million in 1916. During the same period, American trade
with the Allies rose from $828.8 million to $3.2 billion. “Freedom of
the seas” meant, in practice, freedom of trade —with England.

On May 7, 1915, a German submarine sank the British passenger
liner Lusitania, en route to Liverpool from New York. Among the
1,200 dead were 128 Americans. President Wilson’s response was to
order his cabinet to prepare for rearmament. Secretary of State Bryan
asked, “Why be shocked at the drowning of a few people if there is
no objection to starving a nation?” And he wondered, correctly, as it
was later revealed, if the British government had transported arms in
the hold of the luxury liner. When the president rejected Bryan’s plea
that the United States denounce Britain’s violation of US neutrality as
loudly as it did German U-boat attacks, the secretary of state resigned
in protest—a principled act that removed the only dissenting voice in
the cabinet.

The divergent impulses of Wilson and Bryan reflected those across
the country, where opinion on the European war broke down along re-
gional, class, and ancestral lines. By 1910, one out of three Americans
had either been born abroad or had at least one foreign-born parent.
Of the 32 million Americans with close foreign ties, more than 10 mil-
lion came from the territory of the Central Powers. German Ameri-
cans alone made up almost 25 percent of the population in 1917.

It was expected that German Americans would side with the Cen-
tral Powers, but they were not the only critics of the Allies. Socialists
and progressives associated Germany less with spike-helmeted Prus-
sians than with progressive social programs like workers’ compensa-
tion insurance and mothers’ pensions. Irish Americans rooted openly
against Britain, particularly after the brutal suppression of the Irish in-
dependence movement following the Easter Uprising of 1916. Russian
immigrants, especially Jews, cheered the kaiser’s armies when they
defeated the forces of the czar. President Wilson did not exaggerate
when he remarked in 1914, “We have to be neutral, since otherwise our
mixed populations would wage war on each other.”
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BE PREPARED

Few Americans believed that the war in Europe imperiled vital inter-
ests of the United States. Germany nurtured that view by scaling back
its submarine warfare after the sinking of the Lusitania. Internation-
alists of varying stripes opposed joining the fight. American Socialists
maintained that the war had been contrived by industrialists to pro-
mote armament sales and enforce social order, and argued that it could
bring only misery and death to the working class that would inevi-
tably bear the burden of fighting it. At the other end of the spectrum,
the League to Enforce Peace, founded by former president William
Howard Taft and other eastern Republicans, promoted the creation of
a world parliament to resolve international disputes through arbitra-
tion while also supporting expansion of US military power.

An articulate minority of Americans rejected war on principle.
Some pacifists rejected violence on religious grounds, such as Quakers
and Mennonites; others objected on ethical and moral grounds.
Women were prominent in the latter group. Jane Addams’s 1907 book,
Newer Ideals of Peace, imagined a world order in which international
cooperation and a “concert of nations” replaced nationalism and mili-
tary alliances. In January 1915, 165 women’s organizations formed the
Woman’s Peace Party, presided over by Addams. The following March,
Addams sailed to The Hague to chair a meeting of 1,336 women from
12 nations, belligerent and neutral alike, to demonstrate the possibility
of peaceful discussion in time of war.

At the other end of the spectrum stood East Coast industrialists and
financiers, who recognized the enormous profit potential in financ-
ing and outfitting the war. Before quitting the cabinet, Bryan begged
Wilson to “make money a contraband of war.” The president declined,
and by the fall of 1915 he had joined the advocates of military “pre-
paredness,” mainly northeastern Republicans and Anglophile finan-
ciers. Bryan joked about the “scaredness” program, but he did not
laugh when Wilson asked Congress to fund 100 new warships and to
quadruple the ranks of the army to 400,000 men. Anticipating a re-
newal of the draft for the first time since the Civil War, progressives
demanded that the government also “conscript wealth.”

In 1914, J. P. “Jack” Morgan Jr. advised President Wilson that “the
war, by cutting down the trade of other countries, should be a tre-
mendous opportunity for America.” The war produced 42,000 new
millionaires, mostly from New York City and its environs. For the first
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time in its history, the United States lent out more than it borrowed,
becoming overnight a creditor nation. Between 1914 and 1917, Ameri-
can banks loaned billions of dollars to the Allies, most of which was
spent in the United States on food and war supplies, functioning effec-
tively as a stimulus bill for Americans. Flush with new jobs and high
wages, the AFL muted the antimilitarism that had always been central
to labor’s code.

War finance tilted heavily toward the Allies, especially England. By
1917, the Allies had borrowed $2.25 billion from the United States, while
Germany had borrowed only $27 million. The banks’ economic inter-
est clearly lay in an Allied victory. Wilson insisted that America’s finan-
cial power over Britain and France would translate to political leverage
later: “When the war is over we can force them to our way of thinking.”
Otherwise, he explained to Jane Addams, a persistent critic of the war,
America would have no seat at the inevitable peace treaty table and
would be forced instead to “shout through a crack in the door.”

AMERICA ENTERS THE WAR

Campaigning on the slogan “He kept us out of war” in the 1916 presi-
dential election, Wilson was reelected by a narrow margin over former
New York Republican governor Charles Evans Hughes. Before Wilson
could take his second oath of office, however, Germany announced
a resumption of submarine warfare —something Wilson had worked
hard to prevent. In a special address to Congress on January 22, 1917,
the president called on the combatants to accept a “peace without vic-
tory” based on democratic rule and general disarmament. Both sides
rejected Wilson’s overture, and on February 3, 1917, the United States
severed diplomatic relations with Germany.

William Jennings Bryan called for a national referendum on the
question of whether America should enter the war. Denounced as “un-
patriotic,” Bryan was defended by George Huddleston, a progressive
Alabama Democrat, who insisted that “in a time like this . . . it takes
a lion-hearted courage for a man to stand up on his feet and dare to
speak for peace.”

Desperate to defeat the Allies before the United States could inter-
vene, German submarines sank more than a million tons of Allied
shipping in the first two months of 1917. On March 1, American news-
papers published an intercepted telegram sent by German foreign sec-
retary Arthur Zimmerman that offered to return to Mexico “lost terri-
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tory” in New Mexico, Texas, and Arizona if it joined Germany in war
against the United States. In his second inaugural address on March 5,
1917, President Wilson warned of the European war that “our own for-
tunes as a nation are involved, whether we would have it so or not.”
Less than a month later, a somber president asked Congress to de-
clare war on the Central Powers—or, as Wilson put it, to “formally
accept the status of belligerent which has thus been thrust upon it.”
He called for a compulsory draft and expanded executive power to
organize and oversee economic production, and proposed paying for
the war through a combination of government borrowing (by issuing
bonds) and increased taxation on the wealthy.

The question of who should pay for the war was shaped by expecta-
tions about who would benefit from it. In 1916, southern and western
legislators led by La Follette and North Carolina representative Claude
Kitchin had managed to raise the income tax on the wealthy on the
principle that if bankers and manufacturers wanted war, they could
pay for it themselves. “What do Morgan and [Charles] Schwab care
for world peace,” demanded La Follette, “when there are big profits in
world war?” (There were dangers as well as profits: Jack Morgan sur-
vived a serious assassination attempt in 1915.) Three years of official
neutrality undercut Wilson’s sudden insistence that American partici-
pation in the war would “make the world safe for democracy.” More
credible, or at least more reassuring, was the belief that the United
States could not influence the peace if it did not help win the war.

Arguments about future American leadership in the world re-
inforced the opposition to American entry into the war. Congressional
critics of the president’s war message did not mince words. Drawing
the same connection between commercial interests and military inter-
vention that Mark Twain and other anti-imperialists had made during
the Philippine-American War, George Norris mourned that “we are
about to put the dollar sign upon the American flag.” Never a man to
be questioned, much less crossed, Woodrow Wilson cautioned Con-
gress that disloyalty would be received “with a firm hand of stern re-
pression.” In the end, 6 senators and 50 representatives voted against
the declaration of war.

A WAR OF IDEALS

The war that America joined was hopelessly bogged down. Five mil-
lion men had died by December 1916, but the battle lines had barely
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moved in more than two years. In the Battle of Verdun alone, 800,000
French and German soldiers laid down their lives—more than were
killed during the entire American Civil War. Still the front did not
move.

The war in Europe quickly became a war of production rather
than mobility. Production and distribution of everything from rifles
to food required labor peace, which in turn required acceptance of
collective bargaining, minimum wage and maximum hours laws, old-
age pensions, health insurance, and government housing for workers.
The need for such policies opened the door to left-leaning politicians.
In Germany, Social Democrats forced the kaiser to abdicate and flee
to Holland. Britain finally opened the vote to all men and a third of
women. In France, one government after another fell, and peace
advocates distributed antiwar literature to troops bound for the front,
where they mutinied. In Russia, food riots in March 1917 turned into
a general strike in Petrograd (St. Petersburg). When the army refused
to fire on the people, Tsar Nicholas II abdicated. Russia became a re-
public on March 17, 1917 —just in time for Woodrow Wilson to claim
that the Allies were fighting a war to promote democracy.

In the United States, the Wilson administration confronted the
need to cultivate, even manufacture, public support for the war. Only
months earlier, Wilson had won reelection as the peace candidate.
Now he trumpeted the new American posture as not only necessary
but inevitable and even desirable. This was no ordinary war. This was
a historical opportunity: to advance democracy and to protect liberal-
ism and individual freedom. It was a crusade to redeem the Old World
from its own most corrupt impulses. It was a “war to end war,” in which
America sought a “peace without victory.” Many a conscience crossed
from opposition to support for the war across this shaky explanatory
bridge, recalled philosopher John Dewey, who stowed his own paci-
fism in 1917 in response to this “plastic juncture” in history.

Wilson’s idealism appealed to many African American leaders, who
embraced the “war for democracy” rhetoric to challenge racial dis-
crimination at home. The white supremacist system that the Wilson
administration itself had encouraged seemed suddenly vulnerable.
NAACP founding leader W. E. B. Du Bois allowed himself to hope
that the tide was finally turning, writing in December 1917, “From now
on we may expect to see the walls of prejudice gradually crumble be-
fore the onslaught of common sense and social progress.” In July 1918,
Du Bois advised blacks to “forget our special grievances” and “close
ranks” behind the war effort.
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Not everyone was prepared to cross to Wilson’s side, however. De-
spite the provocative Zimmerman telegram, Germany had not at-
tacked the United States. Of the 175 American lives lost to U-boat at-
tacks since 1914, all but three had been traveling on belligerent (Allied)
ships. Anxious about going to war against an enemy defined through
what it represented (autocracy) rather than for anything it had actually
done, Republican senator William E. Borah of Idaho denounced Wil-
son’s rationale for American participation in the European war: “I join
no crusade. . . . I make war alone for my countrymen and their rights.”

Perilous Times: The United States at War

“Any great war,” Secretary of the Treasury (and Wilson’s son-in-law)
William McAdoo explained, “must necessarily be a popular move-
ment. It is a kind of crusade; and, like all crusades, it sweeps along on
a powerful stream of romanticism.” The Wilson administration culti-
vated popular support for the war through a combination of exhor-
tation, negotiation, and intimidation. Neither McAdoo nor Wilson
seems to have appreciated what Senator Borah sensed from the start:
that wars for ideals, in which the goal becomes the transformation or
annihilation of the opposition rather than the defeat of an enemy, tend
to break through military lines: 3,000 miles from the front, Americans
looked for enemies within.

THE ESPIONAGE ACT OF 1917

For nearly 120 years, from the expiration of the Sedition Act of 1798
until America’s entry into World War I, the United States had no fed-
eral legislation against seditious expression (speech designed to incite
disaffection with the authority of the government). Even during the
Civil War there was no systematic silencing of dissent. Unlike Abra-
ham Lincoln, who tolerated constant criticism of the Union war effort,
President Wilson warned his fellow citizens that “disloyalty” would
meet “a firm hand of stern repression.” Indeed, Wilson presented Con-
gress with legislation to suppress disloyal activities before American
entry into WWI—a curious request for a nation officially neutral, and
one ignored by Congress until it voted a declaration of war in April
1917.

Although the Espionage Act was directed primarily toward protec-
tion of military secrets, the act also made it a crime while the nation
was at war for any person to () willfully “make or convey false reports
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or false statements with intent to interfere” with the military success of
the United States or “to promote the success of its enemies”; (b) “cause
or attempt to cause insubordination, disloyalty, mutiny, or refusal of
duty, in the military or naval forces of the United States”; or (c) “ob-
struct the recruiting or enlistment service of the United States.” Vio-
lations were punishable by imprisonment for up to 20 years. The act
also authorized the postmaster general to exclude from the mails any
writing or publication that contained any matter that violated the sub-
stantive provisions of the act.

The Espionage Act as enacted by Congress was intended to address
very specific concerns. South Dakota senator Thomas Sterling assured
his colleagues that “there is in this bill no prohibition on criticism” of
the government or its representatives. Representative Meyer London,
the only Socialist in Congress, went further and defended free speech,
even in wartime. “If there are any treasonable thoughts in the minds
of the American people,” he declared, “I want them expressed; if there
is any discontent with the war, I want to hear it.”

President Wilson did not share this sentiment. Under his leader-
ship, the Justice Department and the federal courts interpreted the Es-
pionage Act to enable suppression of a broad range of political dissent,
including any criticism of the draft, the war, or the military. Dissent be-
came disloyalty, and disloyalty became crime. During WWI, the fed-
eral government prosecuted some 2,000 people under the Espionage
Act, and routinely sentenced them to terms up to 20 years in prison.
A New Hampshire man who complained that “this was a Morgan war
and not a war of the people” got 3 years. Filmmaker Robert Goldstein
was convicted for including the Wyoming Valley Massacre, in which
British soldiers bayoneted women and children, in a movie about the
American Revolution.

For his part, Postmaster General Albert Burleson interpreted the
“nonmailability” clause broadly, and excluded from the mails the left-
ist magazines the Masses, the International Socialist Review, and the
Irish World, and scores of other books and newspapers. The moderate
New York World accused the post office of inaugurating an “intellec-
tual reign of terror,” and Theodore Roosevelt complained that Burle-
son had made it dangerous “for any man . . . to speak the truth, if that
truth be unpleasant to the governmental authorities.” But the authori-
ties were not satisfied. A set of amendments to the Espionage Act
known as the Sedition Act of 1918 forbade any person when the United
States was at war to “utter, print, write, or publish any disloyal, pro-
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fane, scurrilous, or abusive language” about the government or to use
any language intended to bring the government, the flag, the uniform,
the military, or the Constitution of the United States into “contempt,
scorn, contumely, or disrepute.”

FORGING CONSENSUS AT HOME

The reach of the Sedition Act troubled some congressmen. Senator
Gilbert M. Hitchcock of Nebraska asked whether advocates of woman
suffrage brought the Constitution “into disrepute” because they criti-
cized it for not granting women the right to vote. Georgia senator
Thomas Hardwick insisted that it was unnecessary and unprincipled
to sacrifice American liberties in order to win a war for democracy.

To build public support for the war, Wilson established the Com-
mittee on Public Information (CPI). Under the direction of George
Creel, a progressive journalist and public relations expert, the CPI
manufactured a flood of pamphlets, speeches, newspaper editorials,
political cartoons, and motion pictures that defended the war in the
broadest of terms, as a contest between civilization and barbarism, the
bearers of the torch of liberty against autocratic Huns.

Alongside the CPI strode the agents of the Treasury Department
peddling war bonds, cleverly dubbed “Liberty Loans” by Treasury Sec-
retary McAdoo. Charged with explaining the war and selling bonds in
four-minute speeches, 75,000 multilingual Four Minute Men were dis-
patched across the country. “We went direct to the people,” McAdoo
recalled. “We capitalized on the profound impulse called patriotism.”
In fact, he did more than that. In California, McAdoo snarled, “Every
person who refuses to subscribe or who takes the attitude of let the
other fellow do it, is a friend of Germany. . . . A man who can’t lend
his government $1.25 per week at the rate of 4% interest is not entitled
to be an American citizen.” Ad campaigns compared wounded sol-
diers with “Mr. Stay-at-Home,” and lectured the public that although
America had “the Hun on the run,” it took time to “beat defeat into the
thick skulls of the baby-killing beasts from the Rhine.” A Socialist coal
miner who refused to buy a bond was lynched in Terra Haute, Indiana,
Eugene Debs’s hometown. When Ohio senator Warren G. Harding
called the loan drive “hysterical and unseemly,” he was hooted down
on the Senate floor.

At the same time that Creel unleashed a torrent of propaganda, Wil-
son turned to censorship and coercion. In a nationwide raid in Septem-
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ber 1917, federal agents raided offices of the Industrial Workers of the
World (IWW), and destroyed the organization by trying and impris-
oning its leaders. Attorney General Thomas Watt Gregory demanded
that loyal Americans ferret out disloyalty. Voluntary organizations
like the Knights of Liberty, the Boy Spies of America, the Sedition
Slammers, and the Terrible Threateners targeted pacifists, suffragists,
ethnic minorities, trade unionists, and socialists. They reported thou-
sands of individuals to the authorities on the basis of hearsay, gossip,
and slander. The largest of the citizen groups, the American Protective
League, boasted over 250,000 members. Max Eastman, the editor of
the banned Masses magazine, complained, “If you stopped to collect
your thoughts, you could be arrested for illegal assembly.”

Citizen groups strayed far beyond their supposed mandate. In Okla-
homa, they tarred and feathered a minister who opposed the sale of
Liberty Bonds; in Texas, they horsewhipped six farmers who declined
to contribute to the Red Cross. Frank Little, an antiwar Wobbly lead-
ing a copper mining strike in Montana, was kidnapped, castrated, and
hanged from a railroad trestle. In Illinois, Robert Prager, a German
American socialist who had registered for the draft, was wrapped in
an American flag and murdered on a public street. An uneasy presi-
dent remained silent. Rather than condemn the mob, the Justice De-
partment demanded more power to punish persons “making disloyal
utterances.”

AMERICA’S MOMENT

It took more than a year to raise, equip, train, and transport to Europe
a US army that would fight under its own command, as an “associated
power,” rather than be integrated into Allied armies. Between spring
of 1917 and November 1918, the American army went from 379,000 to
4.8 million men. In the meantime, Germany almost succeeded in win-
ning the war. In Russia, the new Bolshevik government negotiated a
separate peace with Germany that freed 40 German divisions on the
Eastern Front for an assault on the west.

The first US troops landed in France in the spring of 1918. In June,
85,000 Americans helped halt the German drive toward Paris. In Sep-
tember, more than 1 million troops of the American Expeditionary
Forces (AEF) pushed an exhausted German army back to the forti-
fied Hindenburg Line constructed in 1916. All in all, 48,000 Ameri-
cans were killed in action in WWI, 2,900 were listed as missing, and
56,000 died of disease. These numbers pale in comparison to the



War, 1914-1924 * 87

losses of Germany (1.8 million), Russia (1.7 million), France (1.4 mil-
lion), Austria-Hungary (1.2 million), and Britain (947,000). But the
presence of the Americans tipped the balance in the Allies’ favor in the
fall of 1918, and thus determined the outcome of the war.

Before Russia left the war in March 1918, the new Bolshevik gov-
ernment published a collection of Allied secret treaties dividing the
anticipated spoils of war, and called for an international conference
to discuss “peace without annexations or indemnities on the basis of
the self-determination of peoples.” Opposed to the imperial designs
of Britain and France, Wilson nonetheless embraced their demand for
the complete destruction of the Central Powers—a “total victory” the
Allies were incapable of achieving on their own.

George Creel’s CPI, so vital to persuading Americans to fight,
turned now to convincing the world, as Creel put it, “that hope for the
future lay in Wilson alone.” American troops arrived in Europe “under
a covering barrage of leaflets, speeches, and films” seeking to gain the
support of the people, “over the heads of their own governments, for
a peace of moderation and hope, not a peace of vengeance and Old
World nationalism.” This was the high ground Wilson regained from
the Bolsheviks in his Fourteen Points address of January 8, 1918, in
which he set out his vision of a future based on international free trade,
democracy, national self-determination, transparent diplomacy, and
collective security arrived at and defended by a “general association of
nations.” It was an inspiring and bold vision, but by articulating it as
an alternative to Bolshevik ideals, Wilson alienated the European lib-
erals best able to help him achieve his goals and energized conserva-
tive American opponents at home.

Worse, Wilson violated his own Fourteen Points even before the
war was over. Provoked by the fanatically anti-Communist British war
secretary Winston Churchill, Wilson sent 20,000 American troops in
the summer of 1918 to prop up anti-Bolshevik forces in the civil war
then raging in Russia. He also refused to recognize the legitimacy of
the Bolshevik regime, supported an economic boycott designed to
undermine it, and abetted the Allies’ decision to bar the Russians from
the peace negotiations. It was not an auspicious beginning for a new
age of open diplomacy.

MEESTER VEELSON

The war ended on November 11, 1918, with the unconditional surren-
der of Germany. Woodrow Wilson traveled personally to the Paris
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suburb of Versailles to represent the United States and his own diplo-
matic vision at the Peace Conference. No sitting American president
had ever left the country before. Although greeted triumphantly in
France by enormous crowds, “Meester Veelson” was weakened by the
undistinguished peace commission that accompanied him and by the
1918 midterm election, in which Republicans gained a majority in both
houses of Congress—which looked to Europeans like a parliamentary
vote of no confidence.

Europe in 1919 was, in the words of Czech leader Thomas Masaryk,
“a laboratory resting on a vast cemetery.” The revolutionary poten-
tial of the working classes both thrilled and terrified, especially after
Communist uprisings in Hungary and Bavaria. The Austro-Hungarian
and Ottoman Empires, whose combined boundaries stretched from
the Danube to the Arabian Sea, lay in ruins. The postwar nations of
central Europe (Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Austria) were con-
ceived around a table at Versailles, where British, French, and Ameri-
can diplomats did their best to carve independent nations out of local
identities rooted in overlapping and competing languages, ethnicities,
religions, and historical memories.

The peace negotiated behind closed doors at the 1919 Versailles
Conference in Paris was draconian. France wanted Germany dismem-
bered and permanently disarmed. Britain wanted Germany’s colonies
and markets, plus reparations, including the full cost of pensions for
Allied soldiers. Both insisted on pinning the blame for the carnage ex-
clusively on Germany (the notorious War Guilt Clause).

Although Wilson’s presence in Paris helped soften Allied wrath, the
crushing defeat of Germany secured by two million American soldiers
enabled a harsher settlement than if the Europeans had been left to
their own fate and had collapsed into a less definitive peace of exhaus-
tion.

Wilson returned to the United States with a treaty that included
two personal victories: the establishment of a mandate, or trustee, sys-
tem to govern the former German and Ottoman colonies, prevent-
ing their outright transfer to the victors; and the League of Nations,
an international body empowered to encourage peaceful resolution
of disputes through arbitration and adjudication, to employ economic
and military sanctions against aggressors, and to call on a collective
security mechanism that obliged league nations to defend each other
against external aggression.

Discussions in the United States about the Versailles Treaty were
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heated. Its punitive nature offended American progressives, while con-
servatives objected to the league’s collective security measures. A two-
thirds majority of the Senate was constitutionally required in order to
ratify the agreement, and most members accepted the league. But the
chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Wilson’s impla-
cable personal enemy Henry Cabot Lodge, opposed the league on the
grounds that it compromised American sovereignty, and orchestrated
a massive anti-league propaganda campaign.

Desperate to save the treaty, Wilson took his fight to the nation.
In a 10,000-mile speaking tour, the exhausted president defended the
league to generally enthusiastic crowds. On September 26, 1919, Wil-
son collapsed in Pueblo, Colorado, and returned to Washington. A
week later, he suffered a massive stroke that left him partially blind
and paralyzed on one side. He was, said Lloyd George, “as much a vic-
tim of the war as any soldier who died in the trenches.” The Versailles
Treaty was defeated in the Senate on November 19, 1919. It was left to
Republican President Warren G. Harding to proclaim a formal end to
hostilities with the Central Powers in the summer of 1921.

Progressives at High Tide

Excited by what John Dewey called “the social possibilities of war” —
the prospect of reshaping domestic political and class relations in a
wartime environment — progressives, including many women, flooded
into government service and stepped up campaigns for expanded
democracy. It was as if the war and progressives “had been waiting
for each other,” commented a more skeptical progressive, Randolph
Bourne, who asked, presciently, “If the war is too strong for you to pre-
vent, how is it going to be weak enough for you to control and mould
to your liberal purposes?” As in Europe, World War I created a na-
tional state in America with a vastly expanded portfolio. Aside from
Bourne, few progressives paused to consider the potential drawbacks
of a wartime government of unprecedented size and power.

THE WARTIME STATE

The temporary absorption of economic and industrial relations within
the swollen sphere of the wartime state offered Americans the chance
to experiment along lines already established by the “war-socialized”
European nations. Nearly 5,000 agencies were established to manage
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particular economic sectors. The War Industries Board established
sweeping authority over manufacturing. The War Labor Board guar-
anteed collective bargaining and mediated labor disputes. Member-
ship in the American Federation of Labor skyrocketed, with a wartime
increase of 2.3 million members. The War Revenue Act of 1917 raised
personal and corporate income taxes and imposed an excess profits
tax (the closest the United States came to “conscripting wealth”). The
1917 Lever Food and Fuel Act empowered the president to control fuel
prices and set the price of wheat in order to boost production. The fed-
eral government took over telephone and telegraph companies, ware-
houses, and, warming the hearts of old Populists, the railroads.

British leaders argued that industrial nations engaged in a struggle
for existence must support their working populations or face eco-
nomic and, eventually, military defeat. Americans soon understood
that, in the words of Theodore Roosevelt, an army composed of “the
human wreckage which a scrap-heap system of industrialism” pro-
duced would be no match for the Huns. It was therefore necessary “to
bring the United States abreast of Germany and other European coun-
tries” in legislation that benefited and protected the working class—
which had now become the soldier class. Progressive initiatives such
as workers’ compensation insurance (in case of industrial accidents),
old-age pensions, health insurance, limits on child labor, and woman
suffrage had been derided before the war. Now they were repackaged
as national security measures.

All these things, plus the war, had to be paid for. The cost of the war
was staggering: by May 1918, the federal debt approached $1 billion
a month—an amount greater than the annual federal budget before
the war. The federal debt leapt from $1 billion in 1915 to over $20 bil-
lion by 1920. Government spending went in two directions: toward the
Grain Belt of the Midwest, whose farmers fattened on skyrocketing
(and government supported) wheat prices, and toward East Coast in-
dustrialists who were all, confessed one steel executive, “making more
money out of this war than the average human being ought to.” The
stock of Bethlehem Steel, a Morgan interest, went from $33 to $600 a
share between 1914 and 1916.

Progressives wanted to fund at least half the war through taxation,
which they considered more equitable than large-scale borrowing
likely to increase the money supply and fuel inflation. In May 1918,
President Wilson made a rare appearance before a joint session of
Congress to urge higher taxes on “war profits and incomes and luxu-
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ries.” But by the time the War Revenue Act of 1918 was ready for a vote
in November, the war had ended.

World War I triggered a fiscal revolution in the United States. The
principle of progressive taxation—laying the burden on those most
able to absorb it—was woven into the tax system and generally ac-
cepted until challenged by Republicans in the 1980s. Before the war,
nearly 75 percent of federal revenue came from customs and excise
taxes, which weighed heavily on less affluent Americans. After the war,
75 percent of revenue derived from income taxes, profits, and estates.

MOBILITY AND MOBS, LAW AND LAWLESSNESS

African Americans had hoped that their participation in the Great War
would cement their claim to equal status at home. Instead, 350,000
African American soldiers were shipped off to Europe under strict
Jim Crow conditions and relegated to labor battalions. Only 40,000
black soldiers saw combat. The few commissioned black officers were
treated as incompetent, and black troops were undersupplied, over-
disciplined, and occasionally shot and killed by their own officers
in battle. Future NAACP legal strategist Charles Hamilton Houston
spoke for many when he recalled later, “I felt damned glad I had not
lost my life fighting for this country.”

Nonetheless, the war contributed to demographic and political
shifts that furthered the cause of black equality. The sudden end to
immigration from Europe in 1914, combined with increased wartime
production, opened thousands of industrial jobs to black workers and
precipitated a dramatic movement of African Americans from the
South to the North. Many motives and circumstances combined to
produce the Great Migration: higher wages in northern factories (even
if black laborers were limited to unskilled positions), better schools
for children, access to the suffrage and political influence, escape from
the ever-present threat of violence in the South, an end to the back-
breaking work of sharecropping, and, for black women, the prospect
of indoor jobs as servants and laundresses. At least 330,000 African
Americans abandoned the South for northern cities like Chicago,
Detroit, and New York between 1915 and 1918, where they found work
in homes, factories, stockyards, and railroads.

White workers resented the newcomers, seeing them as a threat to
white living standards, social status, and political power. When an alu-
minum ore company in East St. Louis, Illinois, used black migrants
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to break a strike and destroy a labor union in July 1917, white workers
went on a murderous rampage. Mobs beat, shot, hanged, and burned
black people caught on the sidewalks or pulled off streetcars.

The striking white workers who became the mob in East St. Louis
were themselves often the target of organized violence. War mobili-
zation and labor shortages sparked labor unrest across the country.
Strikers and their families were often confronted with violence, par-
ticularly in the West, where isolated mining communities were run
like company-owned fiefdoms outside the reach of the law. In June
1917, 1,200 men, women, and children associated with a striking Ari-
zona mine workers’ union affiliated with the IWW were packed into
cattle cars and left to bake in the desert by 2,000 members of the local
Citizens’ Protective League and Workmen’s Loyalty League.

The war transformed previously private struggles between labor
and management into battles in which the state had a commanding
stake. On July 26, 1918, President Wilson condemned mob rule and
insisted on the rule of law. The mob spirit, he insisted, was irreconcil-
able with American democracy; every American, he said, “who takes
part in the action of a mob . . . is no true son of this great Democracy,
but its betrayer.” Organizations that had struggled against extralegal
repression like lynching were quick to realize the sea change in the
government’s attitude. In 1919, Moorfield Storey, a prominent Boston
attorney and president of the NAACP, lectured a graduating law class
that the belief “that all men must obey the law is the doctrine on which
free governments rest.”

OPERATION OCCUPY THE WHITE HOUSE:
MILITANT WOMAN SUFFRAGE

At the turn of the twentieth century, a new generation of women
turned a polite, ladylike suffrage movement into a contentious, con-
frontational one. Between 1910 and 1915, suffrage spectacles swept
the nation. Suffragists staged dances, outdoor concerts, and vaude-
ville shows; they launched hot-air balloons; they barnstormed states
in automobiles; they dumped suffrage flyers out of airplanes. It wasn’t
all fun and games, however. One 1912 parade generated a hostile crowd
and hate mail. “I don’t wish you any bad luck,” wrote one opponent,
“but I hope the sidewalk falls through and you all go to Hell.”

The outlandish public behavior of suffragists was matched by in-
tensive lobbying efforts at the federal and state levels. The National
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Woman’s Party (NWP), organized by radical suffrage leader Alice
Paul, targeted politicians who opposed votes for women. Theodore
Roosevelt’s Progressive Party endorsed woman suffrage in 1912.

The first victories came in the West, where women were already
often enfranchised in local elections. But then the war interrupted the
campaign. Carrie Chapman Catt, the president of the National Ameri-
can Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), was a pacifist like Jane
Addams and deeply committed to international cooperation among
women. She nonetheless threw herself and her organization into war
work after April 1917 to illustrate women’s vital contribution to the na-
tion. President Wilson, who thought that “the only women interested
in woman’s suffrage were aggressive and masculine with harsh voices,”
tepidly endorsed woman suffrage, but also lectured them that the vote
was something “for which you can afford a little while to wait.”

Alice Paul had waited long enough. On January 11, 1917, Paul did
something no American had ever done before: she and a small group
protested in front of the White House. Their banner read, “How long
must women wait for liberty?” At first the president was amused; he
sent hot coffee on winter days and waved at the women, who passed
the hours singing and knitting socks for soldiers. But when Paul un-
furled a banner proclaiming “This Nation Is Not Free” and then, later,
one denouncing “Kaiser Wilson,” the group was roughed up by an out-
raged crowd and arrested for disorderly conduct.

By November 1917, dozens of radical suffragists had been jailed in
Washington, where some of them suffered solitary confinement, psy-
chiatric treatment, and forced feeding when they staged a hunger
strike. The spectacle of respectable white women attacked by mobs
and arrested for criticizing the president caught the attention of the
national media and embarrassed the White House.

Wilson broke first. He sent a message through a sympathetic jour-
nalist to Alice Paul in jail: if she would call off her picketing, he would
support a constitutional amendment forbidding the denial of suf-
frage on the basis of sex. Paul’s sentence was commuted, the picketing
stopped, and on September 30, 1918, the president stood before the
Senate to personally urge speedy passage of the Nineteenth Amend-
ment, arguing that if Americans “wish to lead the world to democ-
racy, they must demonstrate “that democracy means that women
shall play their part in affairs alongside men and upon an equal foot-
ing with them.” The amendment, he concluded, “is a vitally necessary
war measure” and “is vital to the right solution of the great problems
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which we must settle . . . when the war is over.” Although stymied ini-
tially by southern Democrats, the new Republican Senate elected in
1918 passed the bill and sent it to the states for ratification. In August
1920, American women finally gained the right to vote.

PROHIBITION

American women got the vote when they did partly because another
divisive social issue, prohibition, had already been resolved through
the Eighteenth Amendment, passed in December 1917 and ratified in
January 1919. Prior to this, the prominence of woman suffragists in the
temperance movement had inspired the fervent opposition of many
men, particularly those in the liquor business, to woman suffrage.

The push to outlaw the sale of “intoxicating liquors” at the state
and local level was carried forward by the activists of the Woman’s
Christian Temperance Union (WCTU, founded in 1874) and by the
all-male, well-heeled Anti-Saloon League, which initiated the drive
for a national constitutional amendment in 1913. Whereas the WCTU
linked liquor to temptation and sin and focused on the evils of alco-
hol consumption for families (including domestic violence), the Anti-
Saloon League targeted the “saloon evil” and the liquor trade rather
than personal alcohol consumption. The WCTU and the Anti-Saloon
League saw success in the South, where white supremacists worried
about “Negro dives,” and Midwest farm country. But they encountered
fierce resistance in cities, especially among immigrant workingmen —
who insisted, correctly, that anti-saloon laws were aimed at them.

More than simply places to have a quick drink, saloons were centers
of political and social life for working-class men. Saloonkeepers were
often active in local politics. One Milwaukee saloon owner described
his place as, effectively, an “educational institution.” The number of
saloons in the United States tripled in the last third of the nineteenth
century, which also saw the largest immigration boom in the nation’s
history. Beer consumption exploded, as did public drunkenness.

By 1910, about half of Americans already lived under some form
of local liquor-prohibition legislation. These Americans had voted to
limit their own behavior. The prohibitionists wanted to limit the be-
havior of people who lived outside their jurisdiction—namely, urban
workingmen and their families, who were unlikely ever to vote against
alcohol. The Anti-Saloon League’s campaign for a constitutional
amendment was resisted by its targets, but also by others concerned
about such a vast expansion of central state authority. Former presi-
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dent William Howard Taft opposed the amendment on the grounds
that it would undermine the federal nature of the republic and “call for
a horde of federal officials” to enforce it.

Opponents of the proposed Eighteenth Amendment, which was
the first constitutional amendment to limit rather than protect liberty,
would almost certainly have prevailed were it not for the war. Prohi-
bitionists leapt at the opportunity to trade on the popular association
of beer with immigrants, particularly Germans, and to portray saloons
as nests of un-American activities. Breweries that carried the names
of their German American founders were easily associated with the
Central Powers. At a time when sauerkraut was renamed “liberty cab-
bage,” what chance did Pabst and Schlitz have?

The Eighteenth Amendment’s enabling legislation, the Volstead
Act, criminalized the manufacture and sale of alcohol, but not its pos-
session or consumption. Assailed as a violation of individual liberty
and derided and disobeyed by millions, prohibition did succeed in
lowering the consumption of alcohol by about half.

More than most issues, prohibition revealed an urban-rural split in
American life. Immigrants, clustered in cities, resented the amend-
ment as aimed at them—which it was, in good measure. Urbane
WASPs clucked that the yokels of the South and Midwest had fastened
their own moral code on the nation. The issue divided the Demo-
cratic Party, which strained to encompass both white southern drys
and urban immigrant wets, and remained a charged political question
throughout the 1920s.

Reconstruction

The transition to peacetime was monumental and messy. “In every di-
rection,” wrote author John Dos Passos, “the countries of the world
stretched out starving and angry, ready for anything turbulent and
new.” Determined to protect wartime gains, nearly four million Ameri-
can workers (approximately one in five) walked out on strike in 1919.
Convinced that the federal government was a better employer than
their former bosses, railroad workers demanded government owner-
ship of the railways. Coal unions urged a federal takeover of the mines.
Chicago, Washington, and Detroit erupted in murderous race riots in
which African Americans returned fire: precisely the worry of white
supremacists who had opposed infantry training for black soldiers.
The Bolsheviks’ call for global revolution found receptive ears in the
United States, which fed fears of insurrection at home. All of this oc-
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curred in the shadow of an influenza pandemic that within six months
killed three-quarters of a million Americans, most in the prime of life:
six times the number of soldiers who died in the war.

RIVAL UTOPIAS

The immediate postwar United States was a bedlam of conflicting am-
bitions and rival utopias. President Wilson’s most trusted domestic ad-
visor, Joe Tumulty, pressed on the president a federal domestic pro-
gram that paralleled the one offered Britons by Prime Minister Lloyd
George: old-age pensions, health insurance, minimum wage and maxi-
mum hours laws, recognition of the right of collective bargaining, and
permanent industrial dispute arbitration machinery along the lines
of the War Labor Board. “The real antidote for Bolshevism,” said Tu-
multy, voicing the preoccupation of every postwar government, “is
social reconstruction.”

Tumulty’s prescription for postwar domestic peace consisted of
reforms that had been championed by progressives for two decades.
Had Theodore Roosevelt presided over the wartime American gov-
ernment—as he ardently desired —the postwar reconstruction might
have turned out differently. But the war had not lasted long enough
to create a sense of its own normalcy. Wilson, preoccupied by foreign
policy, left the government leaderless at the top.

Into the void rushed labor and business. The year following the ar-
mistice brought ground-shaking industrial battles in coal, steel, tex-
tiles, and shipping, as workers fought to make the emergency gains of
the war permanent and employers resisted to the utmost. During the
war, unemployment had dropped dramatically, and wages had mush-
roomed. Rising incomes were eroded by skyrocketing inflation, how-
ever. The cost of living in 1920 was more than double what it was be-
fore the war. The first general strike in American history occurred in
Seattle in January 1919, when the Seattle Central Labor Council shut
down the city in support of 35,000 striking shipyard workers. Schools
were closed, and streetcars were sidelined. Rather than herald a new
revolutionary moment, however, the Seattle General Strike replayed
an old theme when federal troops marched in and crushed the strike
after five days.

Employers who had never reconciled themselves to treating their
labor force as partners used every weapon at their command to roll
back the progress of workers. In Boston, police struck after 19 officers
were fired for union membership, leaving the city defenseless against
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crime. President Wilson denounced the strike as “a crime against
civilization,” and Massachusetts governor Calvin Coolidge became a
national hero when he backed the police commissioner’s decision to
fire the entire force, declaring that “there is no right to strike against
the public safety by anybody, anywhere, anytime.”

The police strike was followed quickly by a nationwide strike
among steelworkers. Confronted by 365,000 strikers, US Steel mag-
nate Elbert Gary denounced them as Communists and refused to rec-
ognize the union or address any of its demands, which included one
day off per week and a daily 20-minute lunch break. The men returned
to work after two months without a single gain.

Coal miners, whose control over the nation’s fuel supply gave them
unique leverage, were less cooperative. Defying the owners (who, pre-
dictably, tagged them as Bolsheviks) as well as United Mine Workers
leader John Lewis, 400,000 coal miners waged a massive strike de-
spite a government injunction. President Wilson, who had denounced
the strike as “a grave moral and legal wrong,” finally intervened per-
sonally (as Roosevelt had done in 1902) and secured a substantial wage
increase to end the walkout.

WE RETURN FIGHTING

Having fought for democracy abroad, African Americans were re-
solved to defend and expand it at home. W. E. B. Du Bois announced
in the NAACP newspaper the Crisis that “by the God of Heaven, we
are cowards and jackasses if . . . we do not marshal every ounce of our
brain and brawn to fight . . . against the forces of hell” in America. “We
return. We return from fighting. We return fighting.”

Black veterans carried back from Europe broadened horizons and,
in some cases, combat experience. “Beyond a doubt,” reported a mili-
tary intelligence analyst monitoring the situation, “there is a new negro
to be reckoned with in our political and social life.” African Americans
wanted access to the polling booth, equal educational opportunities,
fairer treatment in court, an end to lynching and to employment dis-
crimination—an end, in general, to Jim Crow. “It would astonish you
to know the depth of the bitterness that is in the hearts of the negroes
in the South today,” reported one white participant in an interracial
meeting.

African American organizations surged after the armistice. Black
workers joined whatever unions, such as the United Mine Workers,
that would accept them. The Universal Negro Improvement Associa-
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tion (UNIA), founded in New York by Jamaican immigrant Marcus
Garvey, called on blacks to present a united front as a people against
the “white devils” who robbed African Americans of their citizenship
rights and dignity. NAACP membership surged nationwide, but espe-
cially in the South. In Phillips County, Arkansas, black sharecroppers
and tenant farmers, tired of being fleeced by white landlords, orga-
nized the Progressive Farmers and Household Union of America.

Government officials who considered labor organizing an insur-
rectionary activity among whites were doubly concerned when blacks
unionized. When violence broke out in Phillips County in September
1919, 600 federal troops helped local whites “round up and disarm”
suspected revolutionaries. An unknown number of blacks died at their
hands. The army admitted to killing “about twenty negroes” for refus-
ing to halt when ordered. In addition to those killed, 122 black men
were indicted, 73 of them for murder, and 12 received death sentences.

The Phillips County bloodshed capped a summer of racial violence
so extreme that NAACP leader James Weldon Johnson dubbed it the
“Red Summer.” Southern whites targeted black veterans—one soldier
was lynched for the offense of wearing the uniform of the United States
in public. Scores of race riots left untold numbers dead, wounded, and
homeless. In July, a riot in Chicago rooted in competition over jobs
and housing claimed 38 lives. Chicago’s politicians and commercial
leaders concluded that only strict residential segregation could pre-
vent racial violence.

Widespread intimidation slowed and then reversed the growth of
the NAACP in the South. The Commission on Interracial Coopera-
tion, an integrated, all-male middle-class group founded in Atlanta
in 1919, filled some of the void, but did not replace the mass move-
ment. After John R. Shillady, the NAACP?s first executive secretary,
was beaten savagely by three white men, including a county judge, in
broad daylight outside his hotel room in Austin, Texas, he expressed an
understated despair about the future of America. “I am less confident
than heretofore,” he wrote, “of the probability of overcoming, within a
reasonable period, the forces opposed to Negro equality.” He returned
to New York and died in 1920.

RED SCARE

On May 1, 1919, bombs were sent to 30 prominent Americans, includ-
ing J. P. Morgan Jr. and Oliver Wendell Holmes. The unlucky maid
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of Georgia senator Thomas Hardwick lost both hands. This was but
the prelude. On June 2, bombs exploded in seven eastern cities. Two
people were killed. In Washington, DC, a blast sheared off the front of
Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer’s house and damaged the home
of his neighbors, Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin Roosevelt
and his wife, Eleanor.

The June 2 bomb plot convinced many Americans that violent radi-
cals posed a threat to the nation, and led to a new wave of state repres-
sion. A Senate subcommittee convened to investigate “anti-American
radicalism” declared that Bolshevism was the “greatest current dan-
ger facing the Republic.” On June 3, 1919, Attorney General Palmer
announced a new campaign to rid the country of its “anarchist ele-
ments” through deportation. Calling for a peacetime sedition act,
Palmer launched an all-out war against the “disease of evil thinking.”
He established the General Intelligence Division (GID, dubbed the
“Radical Division”) within the Bureau of Investigation to keep tabs on
political dissent. Led by 24-year-old John Edgar Hoover, the GID infil-
trated left-wing organizations and amassed a list of 200,000 suspected
radicals. The Red Scare had begun.

The first of the Palmer Raids occurred on November 7, 1919, and tar-
geted the Union of Russian Workers, an anarchist organization com-
posed mainly of Russian immigrants. On January 2, 1920, Palmer cast
the net more broadly. The government raided “radical hangouts” in
33 cities and rounded up 4,000 suspected subversives. Virtually every
leader of every local communist organization was taken into custody.
The experience of the government raiding a peaceable union meeting
was described vividly by an outraged federal judge in Montana in 1920:
“There was no disorder save that of the raiders. [ Acting without a war-
rant, these agents], mainly uniformed and armed, overawed, intimi-
dated, and forcibly entered, broke, and destroyed property, searched
persons, effects and papers, . . . cursed, insulted, beat, dispersed, and
bayoneted union members. . . . [They] perpetrated a reign of terror,
violence and crime against citizen and alien alike.”

The chilling effect of such government activity on political expres-
sion was noteworthy. Surveying the scene, the New Republic’s Wal-
ter Lippmann raged in November 1919, “At this moment the man who
in domestic policy stands about where Theodore Roosevelt stood in
1912 and in foreign affairs where Woodrow Wilson stood when he first
landed in Paris . . . is certain, absolutely certain to be called pacifist,
pro-German and Bolshevist.”
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The attorney general was right to fear the anarchists. There were
proponents of political violence (what anarchists called “the propa-
ganda of the deed”) in America; they were responsible for the spate of
postwar bombings. But the rush to link the anarchists with all leftist
political organizations, particularly the Socialist Party, was misguided.
That organization had already split in September 1919, at its party con-
vention in Chicago, over the question of tactics: would Socialists run
for election or engage in direct action? Although those who scorned
electoral politics, who joined either the Communist Party or the Com-
munist Labor Party, called for the revolutionary overthrow of the gov-
ernment, they considered acts of individual terrorism like mail bombs
self-defeating. Socialist Party membership fell dramatically, from a
postwar high 0of 109,000 to 36,000 by 1920. The party’s leader, Eugene
Debs, remained imprisoned.

DISCOVERING THE FIRST AMENDMENT

In the spring of 1919, the Supreme Court decided several cases involv-
ing the conviction under the Espionage and Sedition Acts of people
who had opposed the draft or the war. In unanimous decisions written
by Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, the court considered, for the very
first time, the First Amendment’s promise that “Congress shall make
no law abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press.” Was the gov-
ernment absolutely forbidden to prohibit speech? Surely not, Holmes
decided: the authorities would be quite right to punish a man who
caused a panic by raising a false alarm of fire in a crowded theater. But
when was the government forbidden to punish speech?

In Schenck v. United States, the defendant Charles Schenck was con-
victed for attempting to obstruct the draft by distributing leaflets that
called the draft unconstitutional and urged people to “Assert Your
Rights!” The court upheld Schenck’s conviction, reasoning that his
speech could cause at least some people to unlawfully refuse induc-
tion into the army. A week later, the court upheld the conviction of
Eugene V. Debs, the national leader of the Socialist Party, who had
been sentenced to ten years in prison for delivering a speech that criti-
cized the war and praised the courage of draft resisters.

Schenck and Debs effectively gutted the First Amendment guar-
antee by ruling that if speech could have bad consequences, such as
hindering the draft, it could be prohibited under the Espionage and
Sedition Acts. But the justices paid close attention to the ongoing free
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speech debate of a distinguished group of constitutional law profes-
sors and jurists. Holmes corresponded with several of them, including
the author of the federal court decision overturned in Schenck, Judge
Learned Hand.

In Abrams v. United States, a group of Russian Jewish émigrés dis-
tributed leaflets that criticized American military intervention in the
Russian Civil War and called for a general strike. They were convicted
and sentenced to prison terms ranging from 10 to 20 years. Predict-
ably, the Supreme Court upheld the convictions, holding that the issue
had been resolved in its decisions in Schenck and Debs.

Unlike the earlier decisions, however, Abrams was not unanimous.
Influenced by critics of his earlier opinions, including Hand, who had
written in 1917 that “the spirit of liberty is the spirit which is not too
sure that it is right,” Justice Holmes, joined by Justice Louis D. Bran-
deis, dissented. Holmes argued that the First Amendment was prem-
ised on the understanding that “the best test of truth” was the ability of
the thought “to get itself accepted in the competition of the market.”
This “marketplace of ideas,” Holmes reasoned, was vital to democracy,
and the government should therefore not be able to limit free expres-
sion unless it posed a “clear and present danger” to the very existence
of the government. Americans, Holmes concluded, “should be eter-
nally vigilant against attempts to check the expression of opinions that
we loathe and believe to be fraught with death, unless they so immi-
nently threaten immediate interference with the lawful and pressing
purposes of the law that an immediate check is required to save the
country.”

The position set forth by Holmes and Brandeis in a series of dissent-
ing opinions eventually carried the day, with the court and the nation.
In the meantime, though, Schenck, Debs, and the Abrams defendants,
as well as thousands of other Americans, remained behind bars.

ILLEGAL ACTIVITIES

New York assemblyman Clayton R. Lusk, who convened a committee
on radicalism in New York in 1919, was no more inclined to differen-
tiate among critics of the government than Palmer. Egged on by the
Lusk Committee, the New York State Assembly denounced the So-
cialist Party as “a disloyal party of perpetual traitors,” and revealed its
plan to expel five recently elected Socialist assemblymen. This naked
assault on the democratic process provoked considerable outrage, to
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the bewilderment of Lusk, who defended “repression carried on by
and with the consent of the . . . majority.”

The depth of antiradical hysteria concerned Congress, which de-
clined Attorney General Palmer’s request to enact an even more op-
pressive version of the Sedition Act of 1918. Responding to the ar-
gument that the attorney general’s actions were justified because of
public fear “of the spread of bolshevism” and the “dastardly bomb out-
rages,” Montana senator Thomas Walsh observed that it is “in such
times that the guarantees of the Constitution as to personal liberties”
are of special value. The congressional spine was stiffened by the May
1920 publication of To the American People: Report upon the Illegal
Practices of the United States Department of Justice authored by a group
of distinguished lawyers and law professors. The report documented
and condemned the “utterly illegal acts which have been committed
by those charged with the highest duty of enforcing the laws—acts
which have caused widespread suffering and unrest, have struck at the
foundation of American free institutions, and have brought the name
of our country into disrepute.”

Passions ebbed as the presidential election campaign of 1920 got
underway. Ohio Republican senator Warren G. Harding was the heavy
favorite, running against Democrat James Cox and Eugene Debs, who
had reluctantly accepted the Socialist nomination although he was still
imprisoned. In a special election on September 16, 1920, in New York,
the voters returned all five Socialist assemblymen.

That same day, a bomb went off outside the Morgan bank on Wall
Street, killing 38 people and seriously wounding another 143. The New
York Times warned against “yielding to panic,” and recommended that
the explosion be treated as an ordinary criminal case. Warren Hard-
ing was elected six weeks later by the largest majority in the history
of presidential elections, which he secured by winning the votes of
a combination of opposites: those who thought the peace too harsh
as well as those who thought it too lenient; those who believed that
Wilson had betrayed internationalism and those who thought he had
undermined national sovereignty; workers who blamed Wilson for the
high cost of living and businessmen who damned him for coddling
workers. “We have torn up Wilsonianism by the roots,” exulted Henry
Cabot Lodge: precisely the president’s fear in 1914 when confronted
with the war.

Eugene Debs was at last released from prison on December 23,
1921, when President Harding, following the recommendation of the
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Justice Department, commuted Debs’s sentence (something Wilson
had refused to do). His first stop was the White House, where Harding
greeted him by saying, “I have heard so damned much about you, Mr.
Debs, that I am now very glad to meet you personally.” On December
13, 1920, Congress quietly repealed the Sedition Act of 1918. The Es-
pionage Act remains in effect.

Alone among the nations that fought World War I, America in 1920
was stronger than it had been in 1914. Its armed forces were larger
and more advanced. The economic stimulus of the war not only had
generated jobs and unprecedented profits, but also had catapulted the
United States from a debtor nation (one that borrowed from abroad
more than it lent) to a creditor nation (one that lent more than it bor-
rowed) and transformed its economy into the most powerful in the
world. America was now an acknowledged world leader, although its
people were uncertain of how, precisely, to play that role.

There were, however, tremendous costs to America’s participa-
tion in the war. The wartime suppression of dissent and its perpetua-
tion into peacetime scarred American politics. The successful effort of
business interests to cast critiques of capitalism and oppressive labor
conditions as “red” and “un-American” disarmed progressives and con-
strained political debate. Gone were the days of progressive Republi-
cans denouncing the evils of the “Money Trust.” The New Republic,
which once railed against plutocracy, was reduced to noting meekly
that it “would rather not” have Morgan bankers “quite so much at
home around the White House.” The progressives had had their turn.
Now it was time to see what the Morgan bankers could produce.
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CHAPTER 4

“Dertigo, 1920—1928

On August 11, 1921, Edwin Stephenson, a Methodist minister, shot and
killed Father James Coyle on the rectory porch of St. Paul’s Catho-
lic Church in Birmingham, Alabama. Earlier that day, Father Coyle
had presided over the marriage of Stephenson’s 18-year-old daughter,
Ruth, to native Puerto Rican Pedro Gussman, a 42-year-old wallpaper
hanger. Independent-minded Ruth had been interested in Catholi-
cism since adolescence; Coyle had baptized her into the church some
months before her marriage. When word of the wedding reached her
tather, he grabbed his gun and headed for St. Paul’s.

Because Coyle was unarmed, Stephenson’s defense team needed to
come up with a more plausible explanation for the violence than the
defendant’s claim of self-defense. It did. Lead lawyer Hugo L. Black
argued that Stephenson had acted in a state of temporary insanity
brought on by the marriage of his daughter to a “Negro.”

Pedro Gussman’s identity as a Negro came as news to him. Prior
to the trial, he had always been regarded as white. He dated white
women. He was registered to vote. Had Gussman been considered
black, he and Ruth could not have acquired a marriage license, since
marriage across the color line was strictly forbidden in Alabama. “No
one has ever questioned my color until I became mixed up in this case,”
he complained.

By transforming Pedro Gussman from a tanned Puerto Rican into
a “Negro,” Hugo Black offered the jury, composed exclusively of white
men, a credible basis to find Edwin Stephenson temporarily insane:
Father Coyle had seduced Ruth Stephenson away from the true faith
and her father’s rightful rule and married her to a man whose reli-
gion and color marked him as inferior. Any self-respecting white man
would blow a fuse under such circumstances. The jury voted to acquit.
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Hugo Black’s reputation grew. He joined the local chapter of the Ku
Klux Klan, which paid Stephenson’s legal fees.

Formally reconstituted at Stone Mountain, Georgia, in 1915 by white
men inspired by the heroic portrayal of the Reconstruction-era Klan
in the film Birth of a Nation, the Second Klan was not of the hooded-
hicks-on-horseback variety. The resurgent KKK was strongest in the
West and Midwest and as common in urban as in rural areas. The 1920s
Klan was rooted in WWI vigilance committees and is more accurately
grouped with other postwar organizations like the American Legion
than its Reconstruction antecedent. Two factors distinguished the
Klan from other fraternal organizations of the era, however: its use of
violence and its political influence.

Numbering approximately five million at the their peak in the mid-
1920s, Klansmen participated actively in politics as voters, organizers,
and candidates. Militantly Protestant, the Klan was a vehicle for “old
stock” Americans (those whose ancestors had arrived before the great
waves of immigration after 1890) striving to reassert cultural domi-
nance over an increasingly heterogeneous and secular society. Klans-
men lived in a fractured and disorienting world. Their country, espe-
cially its cities, was swamped with clannish Jews and Catholics, who
educated their children apart and voted together. Their wives were
politically enfranchised and assertive, their sons were disrespectful,
and their daughters ungovernable, especially in matters of sex and
marriage. Skeptics derided their religion. The economy, and thus their
livelihood, was unpredictable. Bootleggers and their customers flouted
the law of the land. All these things left men like Edwin Stephenson
off-balance and insecure, and, the Klan believed, eroded the founda-
tion of the republic, which after all was rooted in men like themselves.

Ohio Republican Warren Harding had ascended to the presidency
in1920 by promising a “return to normalcy,” by which he meant a world
of stable class, race, and gender hierarchy untroubled by political agi-
tation or labor strife or cosmopolitanism. But that world had never
really existed, and even if it had, too much had changed by 1920 to re-
turn to any nostalgic prewar notion of “normalcy.” In 1925, Robert and
Helen Merrell Lynd published Middletown, an exhaustive sociological
examination of “normal” Muncie, Indiana. Measured by the baseline
of 1890, the Lynds found dramatic transformations in virtually all as-
pects of life, and concluded that “we today are probably living in one
of the eras of greatest rapidity of change in the history of human insti-
tutions.” Constant, unnerving change seemed to be the new normal.
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The Roaring Twenties

The 1920s represented a dramatic shift from both the era of progres-
sive government that preceded the war and the strong wartime state,
as it witnessed a government dedicated to the pursuit of policies favor-
able to large business interests. “Never before,” gushed the Wall Street
Journal, “has a government been so completely fused with business.”
Republicans believed that the entire nation would benefit by allying
government with business. Easy credit and a get-rich-quick attitude
buoyed a rising stock market. Even William Jennings Bryan cashed
in on the construction boom in Florida. The “central question in the
politics of the 1920s,” concluded historian William E. Leuchtenburg,
was “whether the business interest, given full support by a coopera-
tive government, could maintain prosperity and develop social poli-
cies that would redound to the benefit not merely of itself but of the
whole nation.”

ENGINES OF GROWTH

From 1922 to 1929, the United States experienced a period of unparal-
leled prosperity. Although millions remained mired in poverty and un-
employment hovered near 10 percent, many Americans, particularly
city dwellers, achieved a high standard of living. The real earnings of
workers—what their wages would buy at the store—rose 22 percent
in just seven years, while the number of hours they worked was cut.
Corporate profits rose at twice that rate.

Industrial productivity almost doubled during the 1920s, thanks to
enormous gains in efficiency through machine power, especially elec-
tricity, and new ways of managing production. Total industrial output
soared 264 percent. The iron and steel industry grew by soo percent
and, with the discovery of new oil fields in Texas, Oklahoma, and Cali-
fornia, the petroleum industry boomed.

But it was the automobile industry that really revved the Roaring
Twenties. In 1900, 4,000 cars were produced. By 1929, 4.8 million cars
were rolling off the assembly line each year. The production of auto-
mobiles stimulated the economy as a whole. Prompted by the Federal
Aid Road Act of 1916, government at every level initiated ambitious
highway construction, effectively providing a government subsidy
to the auto industry while creating construction jobs. Roads in turn
stimulated new enterprises like motels (motor hotels) and advertis-
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ing billboards, and encouraged the growth of suburbs featuring homes
with garages rather than carriage houses. For the first time in Ameri-
can history, suburbs grew faster than central cities. By the end of the
decade, automobile manufacturing accounted for 10 percent of the na-
tion’s income and employed four million workers.

Mass production depended on mass markets and mass consump-
tion. The foreign markets that had sustained the United States’ eco-
nomic growth through WWI were no longer sufficient to prime Ameri-
can prosperity. American workers who labored for a pittance 10 hours
a day six days a week had neither the leisure time nor the funds to shop.
Without broadly distributed purchasing power, neither domestic mar-
kets nor profits could expand. Automaker Henry Ford grasped this be-
fore most people. In 1914, when the daily factory wage was about $3,
Ford paid $5. Later he established the five-day workweek.

At the same time, Ford crafted a low-price, high-volume model of
manufacturing through efficient innovations such as the assembly line
(adapted from the meat-packing industry) and new technology. In
1913, it took 14 hours to assemble a single car. By 1925, a Model T Ford
rolled off the continuously moving production line every 10 seconds.
“Machinery,” Ford boasted, “is the new Messiah.”

The mechanical messiah was no savior to labor, however. Techno-
logical advances undermined the skills of individual workers and left
them vulnerable to replacement. Routinized and repetitive work de-
humanized laborers and eroded the boundary between worker and
machine—a process captured brilliantly by Charlie Chaplin’s 1936 film
Modern Times, in which an assembly line worker is consumed by and
incorporated into the machine he tends. As easily replaceable as any
other part of the machine, such human cogs had no job security and
lived in constant dread of layoffs.

“BUSINESSMEN’S GOVERNMENT”

After 20 years of Theodore Roosevelt’s insults, Taft’s trust-busting,
Wilson’s reform, and the war’s expansion of the state, conservative
Republicans were anxious to curb government and promote business.
They got more than they bargained for with Warren Harding, who sur-
rounded himself with cronies who used their government positions
for private gain. The head of the Veterans’ Bureau received kickbacks
from the sale of government supplies. Attorney General Harry Daugh-
erty resigned in disgrace after accepting payments not to prosecute
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criminals. The most notorious scandal involved Secretary of the In-
terior Albert Fall, who received nearly $500,000 (a staggering sum at
the time) to lease government oil reserves at Teapot Dome, Wyoming,
to private businessmen.

Calvin Coolidge, who ascended to the presidency upon Harding’s
death in 1923 and won election in his own right in 1924, assembled a
“businessmen’s government” by and for industry. The taciturn former
governor of Vermont favored industrialists because he believed they
could, if left to their own devices, maintain the economic prosperity
necessary to preserve social harmony.

Coolidge was one of three American presidents who, as it was said,
served under Secretary of the Treasury Andrew Mellon, who held that
office throughout the 1920s. The third-richest man in America (be-
hind Rockefeller and Ford), Mellon labored tirelessly in the interests
of the wealthy. Guiding the three GOP presidents of the 1920s, Mel-
lon advanced policies that undid almost completely the progressive
tax policies of the Wilson era. He recommended staffing regulatory
agencies with men from the very industries the agencies were meant
to oversee. Coolidge obliged. His chair of the Federal Trade Commis-
sion believed it was “an instrument of oppression and disturbance and
injury.” Democratic Senator George W. Norris raged that Republican
subversion of regulatory commissions amounted, in effect, to “repeal
of Congressional enactments. . . . It is the nullification of federal law
by a process of boring from within.”

The conservative cause was aided considerably by the United States
Supreme Court, which issued a series of decisions that cut the legs out
from under organized labor. In 1915, the court had upheld the yellow-
dog contract (in which workers agreed, as a condition of employment,
not to join a union). In the 1920s, it upheld injunctions against sym-
pathy strikes and boycotts, sustained drastic restrictions on picket-
ing, and ruled that unions could be sued for damages by businesses.
In 1923, the court struck down a District of Columbia minimum wage
law for women, reasoning that since women were no longer barred
from voting, they no longer needed the special protection of the law
in employment.

Organized labor was also undermined through “welfare capitalism,”
in which corporations set up “company unions” that offered dialogue
with management, recreational facilities, and life insurance. Many
workers were willing to trade the collective bargaining power of trade
unions for these new benefits. But these benefits were provided at the
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pleasure of management, which could—and eventually did —revoke
them. As a consequence, although unions usually grew during periods
of economic growth, membership declined drastically in the 1920s.

THE COUNTRYSIDE

By 1920, the number of manufacturing and industrial workers eclipsed
the number in farming. Yet 20 percent of Americans still worked the
land. Over half the states remained preponderantly rural, especially
in the South, where farmers muscled out city dwellers for political
power. Of the 50 million Americans who lived in what the quintessen-
tial Jazz Age novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald condescendingly referred to as
“that vast obscurity beyond the city,” 45 million lacked indoor plumb-
ingin 1930 and few had electricity. The widening gap between country
and city life that had marked politics since the 1890s was aggravated in
the 1920s by an agricultural depression that settled over the land and
refused to dissipate.

The economic disparities that had marked the urban-rural divide
for a generation became even more marked in the 1920s. Whole fami-
lies still labored side by side in rural America, including in the south-
ern textile industry, which employed more than one million children
under the age of 15. Illiteracy rates were twice as high in rural dis-
tricts as in cities. While farmers’ living standards fell throughout the
1920s, real wages for industrial workers rose by nearly 25 percent. Un-
like manufacturers, farmers never regained their wartime prosperity
after the postwar slump of 1920-1921. In 1919, farmers produced 16
percent of the national income. By 1929, that number was 9 percent.
For the first time in American history, the number of acres under cul-
tivation declined.

The roots of the crisis lay in decisions made during WWI. When
fighting broke out in Europe in 1914, American farmers dramatically
increased output to supply the world market. By the time the war
ended in November 1918, most American farmers were enjoying un-
precedented prosperity. But there was no plan for agricultural recon-
version for after the war. As battlefields reverted to wheat fields, Euro-
pean farmers began to recover. Americans confronted huge surpluses
and prices dropped precipitously. Farm income declined from $17 bil-
lion in 1919 to only $9 billion in 1921.

By mid-1923, the industrial sector was booming, but wheat was
selling for less than half its wartime price and farm foreclosures were
on the rise. Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover insisted that an
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expansion of credit would ease farmers through the crisis. Secretary
of Agriculture Henry C. Wallace, who favored the creation of a gov-
ernment export program to dump agricultural surpluses abroad, re-
torted that farmers needed more than “an opportunity to go further
into debt.”

Government aid takes many shapes. Since the late nineteenth cen-
tury, farmers had often turned to the government to buffer the de-
stabilizing effects of commodity markets. In the early 1920s, a group
of western and southern senators organized the “farm bloc,” which
pressed for tariff reduction to lower the cost of manufactured goods.
Republicans focused on protecting industry were unreceptive. The
farm bloc also tried to rescue farmers by raising the price of farm prod-
ucts through government purchase of agricultural surpluses. Presi-
dent Coolidge twice vetoed the McNary-Haugen Bill, which sought
to enact such a policy. To farmers, such government intervention was
asjustifiable as the tariff that protected industry, but the president dis-
agreed, lecturing that “no resort to the Public Treasury will be of any
permanent value in establishing agriculture.”

GET RICH QUICK

Although farmers languished, industry and construction flourished,
and the stock market, previously the preserve of the very wealthy
few, was increasingly populated by a larger and more heterogeneous
crowd. As economist J. Kenneth Galbraith remarked, the stock mar-
ket became “central to the culture.” The volume of sales on the New
York Stock Exchange leapt from 236 million shares in 1925 to 1.125 bil-
lion in 1928. In that year, industrial stocks rose by more than 40 per-
cent. General Motors stock sold at $99 in 1925; three years later it sold
at $212. Who could resist? Individuals borrowed money, bought stock,
watched it rise, and borrowed more money and bought more stock.

Even so, only about three million Americans—Iless than 2.5 per-
cent of the population —owned securities in 1928. So where did all the
money come from? It came mostly from corporations, whose profits
increased at twice the growth of productivity in the 1920s, leaving
them with large cash reserves. With their tax bills lowered by Andrew
Mellon and their costs held steady by an eviscerated labor movement,
businesses had more money than they knew what to do with. With
the stock market booming, the “smart” move was market speculation
rather than reinvestment in plants and machinery.

Even more money came from the banking system, which plunged
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into the stock market and real estate investments rather than fund
commercial ventures or municipal bonds to underwrite public trans-
portation and school construction. The Federal Reserve’s cheap money
policy allowed banks to borrow cash at a low interest rate and then
lend it at triple the rate to brokers, who gave securities as collateral.
One critic described a financial system in which the banks “provided
everything for their customers but a roulette wheel.” When demand
for loans to buy stocks exceeded the banks’ capacity, corporations
stepped in and acted as banks. John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil of
New Jersey loaned some $69 million a day in 1929. As before the Panic
of 1907, everyone relied on stocks as collateral.

The get-rich-quick fantasies that fueled the explosive rise in stock
prices during the 1920s spurred the supersaturation of daily life with
consumer items and the sudden barrage of advertising that heralded
their arrival. There were radios, vacuum cleaners, fur coats, cigarettes,
and cars. For Protestants worried about riches as an impediment to
salvation, a new band of revivalists reassured that God wanted every-
one to get rich. In California, Aimee Semple McPherson reached tens
of thousands of people through the airwaves, spreading her message
of faith healing and personal miracles. Bruce Barton’s runaway best
seller The Man Nobody Knows (1925) described Jesus’s teachings as
“the most powerful advertisements of all time” and portrayed him as
a far-sighted entrepreneur who had “picked up twelve men from the
bottom ranks of business and forged them into an organization that
conquered the world.”

Future New Deal secretary of agriculture Henry A. Wallace viewed
the giddy economic expansion of the 1920s with alarm. “It was a false
prosperity,” Wallace wrote, that denied the farm crisis and the poten-
tial political repercussions of significant economic imbalance between
industry and agriculture. Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover was
also uneasy. Hoover worried about the “orgy of speculation.” There
were signs that the bubble might burst. Construction rates, always a
bellwether of economic strength, took a downward turn, and business
inventories began to accumulate. But in the rush to make money, these
signs were shrugged off. “The only problem with capitalism is capital-
ists,” Herbert Hoover remarked. “They’re too damn greedy.”

Modern Women

In 1892, Elizabeth Cady Stanton argued against the habit of defining
women principally through their relationships with others. “In dis-
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cussing the sphere of man we do not decide his rights as an individual,
as a citizen, as a man, by his duties as a father, a husband, a brother,
or a son, some of which he may never undertake.” The speech, later
published as “The Solitude of Self,” made the case for the right of indi-
vidual women to control their own individual destinies. “To guide our
own craft,” Stanton explained, “we must be captain, pilot, engineer;
with chart and compass to stand at the wheel; to watch the winds and
waves, and know when to take in the sail, to read the signs in the fir-
mament over all.”

Women’s lives had changed dramatically since the late nineteenth
century. Women’s advance into public life through voluntary organi-
zations and participation in politics and the workplace challenged as-
sumptions about women’s proper role in life. Changing sexual mores
transformed ideas about the nature of womanhood and recast notions
of marriage. The 1920s did not see a revolution in gender roles. But
women challenged conventions across many fronts, in both the public
and the private spheres, sparking reaction in many quarters.

FROM WOMEN’S RIGHTS TO FEMINISM

Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s call for self-sovereignty in all things antici-
pated the early twentieth-century turn from discussion of “the woman
question” to feminism. Borrowed from the French, the English word
was rare prior to 1910, frequent by 1913, and unremarkable there-
after. The new term signaled a broadening of the nineteenth-century
women’s movement, and specified an awakening of individual con-
sciousness. Carrie Chapman Catt, who had helped lead the campaign
for woman suffrage, defined feminism in 1914 as a “world-wide revolt
against all artificial barriers which laws and customs interpose be-
tween women and human freedom.”

Feminists operated on many fronts, including education, em-
ployment, legal and civic rights, social reform, and personal behav-
ior. Feminists affirmed both women’s human rights and their distinc-
tive needs and differences. Those differences, though, divided women
themselves. Enacting the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 removed
a central cause around which women could rally. There were other
issues on which they disagreed.

The Equal Rights Amendment was one of them. The National
Woman’s Party (NWP), run with an iron fist by Alice Paul, put all its
muscle behind the push for a constitutional amendment that would
forbid discrimination by sex (“Men and women shall have equal rights
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throughout the United States and every place subject to its jurisdic-
tion”). Other women’s organizations, however, worried that the ERA
would deny the real differences between men and women and invali-
date sex-based protective legislation (such as limiting the working
hours of women). In fact, sex-based protective legislation was invali-
dated by the Supreme Court without the ERA. Although the Supreme
Court had upheld a maximum hours law for women in Muller v. Ore-
gonin 1908, in 1923 the court ruled in Adkins v. Children’s Hospital that
women no longer needed special protection because they had gained
the vote.

The divide between supporters of the ERA and proponents of pro-
tective legislation reflected serious conflicts about women’s nature
and the meaning of equality. Could full equality before the law co-
exist with recognition of women’s unique capacity to bear children? As
sociologist Charlotte Perkins Gilman acknowledged, feminism was “a
movement in more than one general direction.”

Attempting to bridge the difference-equality gap, the lawyer-
feminist Crystal Eastman reached back for the autonomy advocated by
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and applied it to women’s bodies. “Birth Con-
trol,” wrote Eastman, “is an elementary essential in all aspects of femi-
nism.” Whether followers of Alice Paul or Charlotte Perkins Gilman,
Eastman declared, “we must all be followers of Margaret Sanger,” the
birth control crusader who had declared in a 1920 book, “No woman
can call herself free until she can choose consciously whether she will
or will not be a mother”

Such reproductive consciousness highlighted revolutionary
changes in notions of female sexuality. Signs of the new morality
were apparent even before WWT; as one journal declared in 1913, “sex
o’clock” had struck. Parental control of sex diminished. “The veriest
schoolgirl today knows as much as the midwife of 1885,” columnist and
cultural critic H. L. Mencken wrote unapprovingly. One observer re-
marked that “the word ‘neck’ ceased to be a noun; abruptly became a
verb; immediately lost all anatomical precision.” In 1914, most middle-
and upper-class young women were chaperoned in public places. In
what one historian has termed the movement “from front porch to
back seat,” by the mid-1920s young women were venturing out alone
on “automobile dates” with men. Probably not coincidentally, women
born after 1900 were two-and-a-half times more likely to have had
premarital intercourse than women born before 1900.
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OBSCENE LITERATURES AND
ARTICLES OF IMMORAL USE

Conscious decisions about childbearing required specialized knowl-
edge as well as cooperative partners. Evidence of each could be seen
in the nation’s ever-declining birth rate. Between 1800 and 1900, aver-
age family size in America fell from roughly eight children per family
to three, despite advances in infant and maternal health. Already in
1867 a journalist could conclude that “a large family” was no longer
“treated as a cause of congratulation” but rather as “an indication of
recklessness.”

Nineteenth-century Americans used a variety of methods of birth
control, including abortion, to limit family size. Until the 1870s, contra-
ception and information about contraception were generally unregu-
lated in the United States. Rubber condoms, pessaries, diaphragms,
intrauterine devices (IUDs), and douching syringes were advertised
widely and sold by pharmacists and mail-order businesses. Daily news-
papers ran ads for products that promised to “cure” pregnancy and/
or “restore menses.” It is estimated that by the 1870s, 20 percent of all
pregnancies were purposefully terminated. Abortion before “quicken-
ing” (when the mother could feel the baby, which occurred around 16
weeks) was common yet dangerous.

The 1873 Act for the Suppression of Trade in, and Circulation of,
Obscene Literatures and Articles of Immoral Use, known popularly
as the Comstock Act after its proponent and chief enforcer Anthony
Comstock, changed all of this. The act established a broad ban on all
items deemed “obscene, lewd, lascivious, or filthy,” but failed to define
any of these terms. The law authorized severe penalties, including hard
labor, and empowered the Post Office to censor and confiscate objec-
tionable material.

The Comstock Act made it a crime to send through the mail any
drug or article designed to prevent conception and any information
about birth control. Freethinker Ezra Heywood, who advertised and
distributed a douching syringe he called “the Comstock,” was sen-
tenced to two years in prison in 1876 for his pamphlet Cupid’s Yokes:
The Binding Forces of Conjugal Life. Heywood condemned Comstock
as a “religious mono-maniac,” and denounced government interven-
tion in the home. “If government cannot justly determine what ticket
we shall vote, what church we shall attend, or what books we shall
read, by what authority does it watch at keyholes and burst open bed-
chamber doors to drag lovers from sacred seclusion?” he demanded.
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By 1900, doctors in most states could not lawfully instruct their
patients about contraception. States with high concentrations of
Catholics passed especially restrictive laws. Connecticut declared it
unlawful for any person to purchase, possess, or use contraceptives.
At the same time, prodded by the new American Medical Association,
whose (all-male) doctors were replacing midwives at women’s bed-
sides, states also began to outlaw abortion. By the turn of the century,
there were more than two million abortions per year and one-third of
all pregnancies ended in abortion.

A majority of the women seeking abortions were married. In most
cases, too many pregnancies, not pregnancy itself, was the issue. Few
women approved of an interruption of pregnancy (as they would have
put it) after quickening, but most viewed an interruption before then
as harmless. Advocates of “voluntary motherhood” asserted sover-
eignty over their bodies and rejected the notion that motherhood was
the only “course marked out for [women] by Providence.”

REPRODUCTIVE POLITICS

There is nothing inherently political about sex. What has placed sex at
the center of politics at various moments in American history has been
its regulation by the state. Certain sexual acts (e.g., oral sex) were ille-
gal in many places throughout the twentieth century. Most states for-
bade both marriage and sex across the color line before 1960. Prose-
cutions of homosexuals increased dramatically in the late nineteenth
century, and the policing of gay life escalated considerably in the first
decades of the twentieth. But the most widespread debate relating to
sexuality concerned contraception.

Margaret Sanger trained as a nurse and dedicated herself to
women’s health care. Already attuned to the physical and emotional
toll of too-large families — Sanger’s mother had 11 children and died of
tuberculosis at age 50— Sanger was shocked by the suffering caused
by unwanted pregnancy among her obstetrical patients on New York’s
Lower East Side. The poor immigrant women crowded with their
families into two-room apartments beseeched Sanger to reveal to
them the “Yankee tricks” that well-do-do women used to keep their
families small. After watching patients die from self-inflicted abor-
tions, Sanger determined to learn more about reproductive control.

In 1913, Sanger wrote a series of articles, “What Every Girl Should
Know,” for a socialist daily, 7he Call. Anthony Comstock ordered her
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final essay suppressed because it included information about venereal
disease and masturbation. In the space the magazine usually devoted
to Sanger’s essays, the Call printed, “WHAT EVERY GIRL SHOULD
KNOW—NOTHING! BY ORDER OF THE POST-OFFICE DEPART-
MENT.”

Undaunted, in 1914 Sanger founded a journal, The Woman Rebel,
in which she discussed birth control and urged her readers to “speak
and act in defiance of convention.” Indicted under the Comstock Act,
Sanger fled the country and triggered a new round of public discus-
sion of birth control. In March 1915, suffragist Mary Ware Dennett,
Free Speech League vice president Lincoln Steffens, and other promi-
nent liberals founded the National Birth Control League. In May, an
overflow crowd of 2,000 attended a meeting on birth control at the
New York Academy of Medicine to hear doctors call for a fundamental
change in public policy.

Anthony Comstock died in the fall of 1915. By then, birth control
leagues had been established in cities across the nation. The charges
against Margaret Sanger were dismissed, and she returned from exile.
Joined by her sister, Ethel Byrne, also a nurse, Sanger opened the
nation’s first birth control clinic in a working-class neighborhood in
Brooklyn in October 1916. The sisters were promptly arrested and im-
prisoned.

Despite the fervent opposition of the Catholic Church, which
blocked legislation that would have repealed the state and federal
Comstock acts, the birth control movement gained steam in the
1920s. Journalist Ruth Millard recalled that “methods of birth control
were discussed over tea cups,” and the Comstock laws “were violated
hourly, but no charges were pressed.” The birth rate fell by 30 percent
from 1895 to 1925, despite increasing government regulation of repro-
duction. The great majority of workingwomen and even most Catho-
lic women practiced some form of birth control, but any public infor-
mation about more sophisticated means of contraception remained
unlawful.

WORK AND HOME LIFE

By the end of the 1920s, 10 million American women (one in four)
worked for wages. The vast majority were young and single. Work-
ingwomen were concentrated in a handful of occupations including
teaching, domestic service, clerical work, and the garment trades.
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Most married women in cities still did not work outside the home, but
millions in the countryside joined their husbands in agricultural labor.
For example, Japanese women on the West Coast provided the unpaid
labor that was crucial to the remarkable success of Japanese farmers.

The attention paid to working wives was out of all proportion to
their numbers, as only 10 percent held down jobs. Magazine writers
agonized that wage-earning women eroded their husbands’ power.
One marriage expert cautioned, “When the woman herself earns and
her maintenance is not entirely at the mercy of her husband’s will, di-
minishing masculine authority necessarily follows.” Whether they
worked outside the home or not, wives were still expected to run the
household. Caring for the home was easier in the 1920s than it had
been before, thanks largely to electricity. In 1907, less than 10 per-
cent of American households had electricity. By 1920, more than half
did, although that half was disproportionately urban. Appliances like
washing machines, sewing machines, and irons sped up housework.
On the other hand, as electric lights illuminated dusty corners, stan-
dards of cleanliness increased dramatically.

Housekeeping had always been work; now it was touted as a job. A
key component of that job was to spend money—but wisely. Women’s
purchases represented two-thirds of the $44 billion Americans spent
annually. Women’s new importance as consumers was vital to the econ-
omy, in which mass consumption sustained mass production. Women’s
consumption could also become a political weapon in the form of eco-
nomic boycotts, as African American women demonstrated in “don’t
buy where you can’t work” campaigns directed at stores.

The percentage of married Americans increased in the 1920s. But so
did the number of divorces, indicating a challenge to traditional views
of the sanctity of marriage. In 1880, 1 in every 21 marriages ended in
divorce. By 1890 the figure was 1 in 12, and by 1924, 1in 7. Concerned
observers blamed emancipated women, but more important was the
development of the affectionate family and companionate marriage.
Victorian women had considered marriage a duty and sought hap-
piness outside the family within circles of female friendship. Their
granddaughters saw marriage and the family as a source of personal
fulfillment and looked to their husbands for friendship and emotional
support. The heightened expectations of marriage led to frequent dis-
appointment and contributed to the rising divorce rate as partners
looked elsewhere for satisfaction.

Women’s styles changed as well. By 1920, hemlines were raised
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to below the knee; long curls gave way to short “bobbed” haircuts.
Pleasure-seeking “flappers” (an English term once applied to prosti-
tutes) drank, danced, and smoked their way through life. The height-
ened emphasis on female sexuality was not entirely emancipatory,
however. As movies and magazines became more popular, standard-
ized ideals of physical attractiveness took root. Sales of cosmetics in-
creased from $17 million in 1914 to $141 million in 1925, as the goal
of achieving perpetual youthfulness underwrote a cult of beauty and
consumption. Flappers’ rejection of curves led to women binding their
breasts and dieting to look boyish. The bathroom scale first appeared
on the scene in the 1920s, and cigarette ads targeted women with such
slogans as “Reach for a Lucky instead of a sweet.”

Social Control

If the government can draft young men, ban contraceptives, sepa-
rate the races, and insist on compulsory vaccination in the name of
the common good, what else can it do? Can it prevent certain people
from reproducing? Can it deny a workingman a beer after a long day’s
work? Can it jail people for dressing as the opposite sex? Can it com-
mandeer children and expose them to knowledge and belief systems
that conflict with those of their parents? Even as government inter-
vention in the economy was scaled back after the war, the state inter-
vened more aggressively in other ways in everyday life. Some Ameri-
cans who earlier had trumpeted government regulation in the interest
of the common good discovered the wisdom of James Madison’s warn-
ing that unrestrained majority rule can endanger individual liberty.
Conversations about the balance between personal freedom and gov-
ernment authority reverberated throughout the 1920s and nurtured a
deeper understanding of the nature and importance of civil liberties.

“THREE GENERATIONS OF
IMBECILES ARE ENOUGH”

In the 1920s, many Americans embraced the popular doctrine of eu-
genics, which fused Darwin’s theory of evolution with Swiss botanist
Gregor Mendel’s research in plant heredity to take the first shaky sci-
entific steps toward genetic engineering. Eugenicists claimed that “un-
fit human traits” such as “feeblemindedness, epilepsy, criminality, in-
sanity, alcoholism, pauperism” ran in families and were inherited “in
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exactly the same way as color in guinea pigs.” These traits were dis-
proportionately associated, scientists insisted, with the “lesser races.”
Groups like the Anglo-Saxon League urged immigration restriction to
limit the dilution of the Anglo-Saxon race by inferior Asian, African,
and eastern European bloodlines, arguing that “the idea of the great
American melting pot, into which one can put the refuse of three con-
tinents and draw out good, sound American citizens . . . is simply and
perilously false.”

Middle-class whites had been sounding alarms about “race sui-
cide” since Theodore Roosevelt’s day, when it was first argued that the
“wrong” people were having too many babies and the “right” sort were
having too few. In addition to immigration restriction, eugenicists in
the 1920s advocated selective breeding for human improvement. “Fit-
ter Families” and “Better Babies” contests sprang up across the coun-
try (in Kansas, the competition was held in the “human stock” sec-
tion of the state fair). Eugenicists spanned the political spectrum from
white supremacists to socialists like Margaret Sanger. More often than
not they were political and social progressives who saw the quest for
a better gene pool as consistent with their broader dream of human
advancement through public policy grounded in scientific methods.

Eugenicists’ chief interest was to protect and improve the white
race through state action. Buttressed by such works of “scientific
racism” as Madison Grant’s The Passing of the Great Race (1916) and
Lothrop Stoddard’s The Rising Tide of Color against White World-
Supremacy (1920), American eugenicists disputed the conclusions of
cultural anthropologists and sociologists, who denied the existence of
a fixed spectrum of racial hierarchy or societies running from “primi-
tive” to “civilized.”

Eugenicists warned that people with unwholesome genes were
rapidly proliferating and urged policymakers to take steps to limit
their procreation. By 1929, 30 states had passed compulsory steril-
ization laws for individuals whose sterilization was considered to be
“in the interest of the mental, moral, or physical improvement of the
patient or inmate or for the public good.” By the mid-1930s, approxi-
mately 20,000 individuals had been sterilized under the laws. Eugeni-
cists argued that there was a high correlation between “feebleminded-
ness” and “sexual delinquents” such as prostitutes, peeping Toms,
homosexuals, and sexually active unmarried women. In California,
which led the nation in forced sterilization, three out of four sterilized
women had been judged “sexually delinquent” prior to their institu-
tional commitment.
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In 1927, the Supreme Court upheld mandatory sterilization laws in
Buck v. Bell, a case that originated in Virginia. Justice Oliver Wendell
Holmes Jr., who wrote the opinion of the court, followed conventional
eugenic thought when he explained, “It is better for all the world, if
instead of waiting to execute degenerate offspring for crime, or to let
them starve for their imbecility, society can prevent those who are
manifestly unfit from continuing their kind.” Referring to the family
of the plaintiff, Carrie Buck, Holmes pronounced, “The principle that
sustains compulsory vaccination is broad enough to cover cutting the
Fallopian tubes. Three generations of imbeciles are enough.”

PROHIBITION

Prohibition’s champions hoped that passage of the Eighteenth Amend-
ment would change people’s behavior. It did—but in ways unantici-
pated by the anti-liquor crusaders.

The campaign to repeal the Eighteenth Amendment began almost
as soon as it was passed. Ratification inspired the creation of Anti-
Prohibition Leagues and triggered mass protests against the Volstead
Act. Ethnic working-class communities understood the law as a disci-
plinary measure aimed at their leisure and personal habits, and they
turned to familiar American language of liberty to protest the new
alcohol-free universe. “We are citizens, not inmates, which are you?”
read a banner at a 1921 protest in New York City.

Making drinking illicit made it even more fun for those so inclined,
and led to widespread flouting of the law. The effort to halt the trade
in alcoholic beverages created a thriving black market. Speakeasies
(undercover bars), bootlegging, and criminal distribution syndicates
proliferated. Prohibition opened the door to epic civic corruption, as
speakeasies and bootleggers bribed the police and other public offi-
cials to look the other way. The war on alcohol severed the previously
tight linkage between saloons and municipal politics, but that link was
replaced with far worse ties between politicians and organized crime.

Corrupt public officials engaged in selective enforcement of the
prohibition laws. Small producers of alcohol such as beer and wine
ended up in jail while large suppliers, protected by their bribes to
judges and the police, remained immune from prosecution. Racial
and ethnic minorities were prime targets for the prohibition agents.
In Los Angeles in 1924, 25 percent of those charged for liquor law vio-
lations were Mexican American—despite the fact that they accounted
for only 10 percent of the population. Small-scale distributors were
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easier to find than small-scale producers. To find the mom-and-pop
distilleries, federal agents invaded private homes on an unprecedented
scale. The Pittsburgh Courier, a black newspaper, complained that
“colored citizens here have suffered indignities from policemen and
prohibition agents who crash into their homes unlawfully and make
liquor searches and arrests in violation of the search and seizure pro-
visions of the law on the pretext of quelling disorder.”

Selective enforcement of the prohibition laws contributed to the
growth of a libertarian “don’t tread on me” identity among bootleg-
gers that at times turned violent. Open warfare broke out between fed-
eral revenue agents and backcountry distillers in Appalachia. In Chi-
cago and New York, rival gangs armed with pistols and machine guns
battled over distribution networks. In 1927, Congress banned the sale
of pistols through the mail, and the National Firearms Act of 1934 im-
posed a heavy tax on the transfer of machine guns and sawed-oft shot-
guns.

A final unintended consequence of prohibition was the way it freed
women to drink in public. Large numbers of “unaccompanied women”
began to frequent night spots, jazz clubs, and speakeasies, both as
guests and as employees. Drinking by young women and men became
“an adventure,” recalled one observer, “a gesture of daring, a sign of
revolt.” Another chronicler of New York’s nightlife wrote, “Soon after
1920 great, raving hordes of women began to discover what their less
respectable sisters had known for years—that it was a lot of fun, if
you liked it, to get soused.” By pushing alcohol underground, prohi-
bition created a subculture not bound to middle-class rules of deco-
rum, where gender norms and racial boundaries were also often trans-
gressed. The gay communities in New York, Chicago, New Orleans,
Baltimore, and San Francisco held enormous drag balls, where men
in flowing gowns and feathered headdresses and women in tuxedoes
paraded.

“AMERICANIZING” AMERICA

The WWI spirit of “100% Americanism,” with its emphasis on con-
formity and the suppression of dissent, had long-term implications
for American politics and society. It crushed radicalism, crippled the
labor movement, set limits on freedom of speech and the press, and
empowered repressive social movements that did not end with the
war.
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The largest and most important of these movements was the Ku
Klux Klan, which burst on the scene in the early 1920s in defense of tra-
ditional social hierarchies. The Klan’s social vision was holistic, mean-
ing that everything was linked: family, church, republic, race, capital-
ism. Tampering with any of these elements would unhinge the others,
with disastrous consequences for the nation. The Klan’s causes —racial
segregation, nativism, anti-Communism, free enterprise, patriarchy,
anti-Catholicism, anti-Semitism, prohibition, and law and order—
reflected its sense that everything was coming unglued.

Rooted in wartime vigilance committees, the Klan frequently re-
sorted to extralegal violence to enforce its vision of proper moral be-
havior. Scofflaws, especially those who scoffed at prohibition and
segregation, were common targets. So were young people who chal-
lenged traditional family structure or authority. Klansmen harassed
couples “parking” in cars, broke up dances, and exposed adulterers.
They stripped “fallen” women naked and whipped them.

Klansmen were especially concerned about the erosion of male
privilege and power. The Klan vehemently opposed birth control. As
the Imperial Wizard explained, “Citizenship for our young Ameri-
can women includes the essential duty of motherhood.” Female inde-
pendence set Klansmen’s teeth on edge, even —perhaps especially —
within their own organization. The men defined the Women of the Ku
Klux Klan (WKKK) as a mere “auxiliary,” to the consternation of the
women, who insisted on organizational autonomy.

Atits peak in 1925, the Klan boasted a membership of more than five
million, nearly all native white Protestants, most of whom were con-
sidered respectable members of their communities. Joining the Klan
was good for business, particularly since Klansmen often engaged in
well-executed boycotts against Catholic and Jewish establishments.
Ministers were heavily represented among Klansmen, in part because
the Klan generously waived their dues.

The Second Klan was a national phenomenon. It was especially
strong in the South, Southwest, and Midwest, although Oregon
elected a Klansman governor in 1922. The Klan dominated politics in
Texas, Indiana, Oklahoma, and Colorado, and was a significant po-
litical force in many cities, including Los Angeles, Chicago, Denver,
Atlanta, and Dallas. Klansmen resisted African American “incursion”
into white neighborhoods and clamored for racial segregation in the
North. A Klan write-in candidate for mayor of Detroit, a city with a
large African American population and a hub of organized labor, at-
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tracted more than one-third of the vote in 1924. Klan-backed candi-
dates were elected to the US Senate in six states. Edwin Stephenson’s
lawyer Hugo Black was one of them.

Catholics and Jews were special targets of the Second Klan, which
considered patriotism and Protestantism to be synonymous. As the
Georgia Grand Dragon elaborated, “The Constitution of the United
States is based upon the Holy Bible and the Christian religion, and an
attack upon one is an attack upon the other.” Worried about the rising
generation, the Klan attacked parochial schools as Catholic cradles
of un-American clannishness. Klan supporters in Oregon made pub-
lic school attendance mandatory for children between ages 8 and 18.
Elsewhere, Klan leaders took over local school boards, often dismiss-
ing Catholic principals and teachers and ensuring that Protestant reli-
gious values were part of the curriculum.

AMERICA FOR AMERICANS

Although many Americans rolled their eyes at the spectacle of the
Klan’s hooded marchers (40,000 strong outside the White House
in 1926), the organization’s demand that control of the nation be re-
turned to “old stock” Americans reflected widespread sentiment in the
1920s. In 1924, political streams of nativism, racism, and religious big-
otry merged to produce changes in American immigration policy that
were designed to ensure that descendants of early immigrants would
forever outnumber the children of the new. “America must be kept
American,” President Calvin Coolidge declared when signing the Na-
tional Origins Act of 1924.

Massive postwar immigration spurred congressional champions of
immigration restriction. The National Origins Act of 1924, passed at
the height of post-WWT nativist agitation, set national immigration
quotas for each country at 2 percent of its existing total US popula-
tion based on the 1890 census: the last count before the mass influx of
immigrants from southern and eastern Europe. The new law reduced
Italian and Polish immigration dramatically, and barred the entry of
anyone from Asia, which was defined expansively to include India. No
limitation was placed on immigration from the Western Hemisphere,
largely because of the reliance of much of the West and Southwest on
Mexican migrant labor.

Immigration restriction and the upsurge in anti-Catholicism in the
1920s were both partly responses to the political power of urban Catho-
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lics in predominantly Democratic cities like New York and Chicago.
The Democratic Party, an unwieldy combination of rural and small-
town Protestants of the South and West and urban immigrant Catho-
lics and Jews from the North, divided over prohibition and then all but
ruptured in the 1924 presidential election. The Democrats’ two lead-
ing candidates for the presidency, New York governor Alfred E. Smith
and William Gibbs McAdoo, perfectly epitomized the party’s urban-
rural, religious, and sectional divisions. Smith, the working-class son
of Roman Catholic immigrants, was a graduate of the Tammany Hall
machine, spoke in a grating New York accent, and was known to take
the occasional drink. The Georgia-born McAdoo, who was Woodrow
Wilson’s son-in-law, was described, fairly, as “the personification of
strait-laced rectitude and sanctimonious moral judgment.”

The Democrats convened in July at Madison Square Garden in New
York City. The battle between the forces of Smith and McAdoo dead-
locked the convention for nine days. On the 103rd ballot, the conven-
tion finally chose corporation lawyer John W. Davis as its candidate for
president and William Jennings Bryan’s brother Charles for vice presi-
dent. A debate over whether to denounce the Ku Klux Klan devolved
into fistfights and split the convention, leading humorist Will Rogers
to quip, “I belong to no organized party; I’'m a Democrat.”

With the Democrats in tatters and the Republicans reborn as the
party of big business, progressives coalesced to field their own ticket.
Headed by legendary Wisconsin senator Robert F. La Follette, the
Progressive Party garnered 17 percent of the national vote. The Re-
publicans ignored Davis and concentrated their fire on La Follette,
whom they depicted as a Bolshevik. The issue in 1924, declared Calvin
Coolidge somberly, was “whether America will allow itself to be de-
graded into a communistic or socialistic state or whether it will re-
main American.” The Republican slogan “Coolidge or Chaos” carried
the day in November. Coolidge received more votes than Davis and La
Follette combined.

Teach Your Children Well

Controversies over the definition of “Americanness” and majority rule
that arose in prohibition, electoral politics, and eugenics campaigns
figured in public education as well. If schools were incubators of citi-
zenship, what happened when fundamental American ideals clashed
with parents’ belief systems? Did the state that could vaccinate pub-
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lic schoolchildren against infectious diseases have the right to ex-
pose children to ideas their parents found noxious? Was it true, as the
American Legion insisted, that “for the good of us all, some of us must
exercise authority over the rest of us, and.. . . the rest of us, for the good
of all, are bound in honor to obey them?”

STANDARDIZED CHILDREN

Oregon’s Klan-backed 1922 mandatory public school attendance
law was declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in 1925. In
Pierce v. Society of Sisters, the court held that parents have a consti-
tutional right to send their children to private, including religious,
schools. The court explained that “the fundamental theory of liberty
upon which all governments in this Union repose excludes any general
power of the State to standardize its children by forcing them to ac-
cept instruction from public teachers only,” and that the Oregon law
“unreasonably [interfered] with the liberty of parents and guardians to
direct the upbringing and education of [their] children.”

Despite the circumstances in which the case arose, Pierce was not
decided under the First Amendment’s religion clauses. Pierce was, in-
stead, based on the Fourteenth Amendment’s guarantee of “funda-
mental liberty,” and later became an important stepping-stone to other
domestic privacy-based rights such as procreation, contraception,
abortion, family relationships, and marriage. The animating issue in
Pierce was parental control—the right to raise one’s children accord-
ing to one’s own lights. Pierce gave parents a way to promote their own
beliefs by removing their children from the influence of public school
teachers.

Outside of the Northeast, public schools had relatively shallow
roots. In many states, especially in the South, children spent more time
in fields and factories than they did in classrooms. Few teenagers at-
tended high school in the nineteenth century, and almost none did so
in the rural South. This situation changed dramatically during the first
quarter of the twentieth century, when progressives passed mandatory
school laws and promoted spending on education. In 1900, only one
child in ten attended high school. By 1931, that number was one in two.

Controversy over what would be taught in public schools was a pre-
dictable result of the expansion of public education. Who would define
the curriculum? Teachers? Parent associations? Taxpayers? Popularly
elected school boards? What role, if any, would religion play? Could
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parents insist that public schools tailor their teaching to their students’
religious precepts?

The First Amendment to the Constitution prohibits the establish-
ment of any official religion and guarantees the right of individuals to
practice their religion free from government interference. In theory,
the religion clauses create space for all faiths. In practice, until the
mid-twentieth century they protected a “first among equals” status
for Protestantism. Prayer and Bible reading were common in pub-
lic schools. Did this practice constitute official approval of one reli-
gion, and therefore violate the establishment clause? Could parents
control not only what was taught to their own children but also what
was taught to the children of others? From the moment public schools
became common across the nation, they became a site of persistent
struggle between individuals and their community, and between com-
munities and government.

SCIENCE, SCHOOLS, AND RELIGION

In line with recent trends in science education, America’s growing
public school systems included Darwinian concepts in their biology
classes. By 1900, it was widely accepted that the earth had a very long
geologic history punctuated into distinct epochs by natural catastro-
phes such as ice ages and massive floods, and marked by the progres-
sive appearance of new life-forms. This scholarship clashed with the
biblical account in Genesis, in which God created the heavens and
earth and all creatures in six days, culminating in the creation of Adam
and Eve, the forbears of all humans. Nineteenth-century Christians
reconciled this clash by interpreting the biblical days of creation as
symbolizing geologic ages. Few considered evolutionary claims a chal-
lenge to their faith because God’s purpose could still be discerned.

By 1900, however, biologists increasingly accepted random, in-
born variation as the driving force of evolutionary change. The theory
of natural selection provided a mechanism that could explain evolu-
tionary change independent of divine purpose. Many Americans as-
sociated the theory with the survival-of-the-fittest mentality that jus-
tified rapacious capitalism, imperialism, and militarism. Rather than
originating in the divine love of a beneficent God, natural selection
posited a world in which death was the agent of change. Natural selec-
tion was cruel and ruled a world in which justice and mercy were ir-
relevant.
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Natural selection challenged belief in the supernatural power of
God. For many Protestants, this was not problematic. So-called Mod-
ernist Protestants applied the techniques of German “higher criticism”
to read the Bible like any other text written by people, and interpreted
its stories in historical context. Miracles were metaphors for Modern-
ists, who did not consider their faith challenged by not believing that
Jesus walked on water or multiplied loaves and fishes.

Critics of Modernism asserted that the whole point of Christianity —
Christ’s power to redeem mankind from damnation—was lost with
the Modernist interpretation of the Bible. These Fundamentalists ar-
gued that the fundamentals of Christian faith included the unquestion-
able accuracy and divine authorship of scripture and unearthly events
such as the virgin birth, Jesus’s miracles, his resurrection, and his sec-
ond coming. Fundamentalists insisted that the Modernist Christianity
that was invading mainstream seminaries and divinity schools was not
a new interpretation of the faith but a new religion entirely.

Fundamentalists made teaching evolution controversial. But
William Jennings Bryan turned anti-evolutionism into a cause. Now
in his mid-60s, Bryan had remade himself as an evangelist after resign-
ing as secretary of state in 1917. He cared less about Fundamentalist
principles, including the literal truth of the Bible, than he cared about
denial of the supernatural. “I object to the Darwinian theory,” Bryan
explained, “because I fear we shall lose the consciousness of God’s
presence in our daily life.” In 1921, he began advertising the dangers
of Darwinism. In 1923, the Chicago Tribune complained that Bryan
had “half the country debating whether the universe was created in
six days.” During debate on an anti-evolution law in Tennessee, one
lawmaker blamed the entire controversy on “that greatest of all dis-
turbers of the political and public life from the last twenty-eight or
thirty years, I mean William Jennings Bryan.”

FREEDOM FROM SCIENCE

The clash between Fundamentalists and Modernists, and between
Fundamentalism and Darwinism, moved from the sociocultural
sphere into politics when state legislatures began outlawing the teach-
ing of evolution in public schools. Five states, all predominantly Fun-
damentalist in religious outlook, passed anti-evolution statutes in the
1920s. As with prohibition, anti-evolution efforts were strong in the
South and weak in the North. Oklahoma’s bill to prohibit the teaching
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of Darwinism passed by a single vote in 1923, thanks to the influence
of the Klan. In other regions, such efforts met stiff resistance and were
defeated.

In 1925, William Jennings Bryan volunteered to defend Tennessee’s
anti-evolution law when the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)
brought a test case involving John Scopes in tiny Dayton, Tennessee.
Tennessee’s Butler Act forbade teaching “any theory that denies the
story of the divine creation of man as taught in the Bible, and teaches
instead that man has descended from a lower order of animals.” When
Scopes violated that law, he was fined $100.

The ACLU was founded in 1919. It was the direct descendant of
the National Civil Liberties Bureau, which was organized in 1917 by
the Harvard-educated radical Roger Baldwin to defend conscien-
tious objectors and antiwar protesters. The ACLU forged a sharp anti-
majoritarian defense of individual liberties that influenced its response
to the Fundamentalist anti-evolution crusade.

The Scopes case was straightforward. The 24-year-old biology
teacher had taught evolution in violation of the law. The three ACLU
attorneys who represented the young teacher were sent to attack the
statute itself. They were led by Clarence Darrow, the most renowned
trial attorney of his day and a committed agnostic. Bryan and Darrow,
old colleagues-in-arms from the Populist era, went at each other mer-
cilessly. To Darrow’s charge that “you insult every man of science and
learning with your fool religion,” Bryan responded, “I am trying to
protect the Word of God against the greatest agnostic in the United
States.” Although the trial, which became a media circus, is often re-
membered as a debate between Bryan and Darrow about the theory of
evolution, in fact the case turned on a different axis: was it an unconsti-
tutional establishment of religion for the state to prohibit the teaching
of evolution in the public schools because it conflicted with Christian
beliefs about the origins of the world?

Bryan’s defense of the law was unabashedly majoritarian. “Teachers
in public schools must teach what the taxpayers desire taught,” he ar-
gued. “The hand that writes the pay check rules the school.” The issue
for Bryan was “whether the people . . . have the right to control the
educational system which they have created and which they tax them-
selves to support.” The case uncovered, Bryan charged, “a concerted
attack upon revealed religion that is being made by a minority made
up of atheists, agnostics, and unbelievers.” Local opponents of laws
prohibiting the teaching of evolution invoked individual freedom and
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the separation of church and state. “It isn’t a question of whether you
believe in the Book of Genesis, but whether you think the church and
state should be kept separate,” asserted a state senator who opposed
enactment of the Tennessee law.

FREEDOM FROM RELIGION

Darrow’s tactic was to pit the right of the government (in this case, the
state legislature) to prescribe the course of study in the public schools
against the state’s own constitution, which followed the federal Con-
stitution in guaranteeing religious freedom. “We have been informed,”
he said, “that the legislature has the right to prescribe the course of
study in the public schools. Within reason, they no doubt have, no
doubt.” But, he continued, “the people of Tennessee adopted a con-
stitution, and they made it broad and plain, and said that the people
of Tennessee should always enjoy religious freedom in its broadest
terms, so I assume that no legislature could fix a course of study which
violated that.” The anti-evolution statute was illegal, Darrow charged,
because it established a particular religious viewpoint in the public
schools.

To drive home this argument, Darrow objected to public prayer in
the courtroom. “When it is claimed by the state that there is no con-
flict between science and religion,” he argued, “there should beno . . .
attempt by means of prayer . . . to influence the deliberations. . . . I ob-
ject to the turning of this courtroom into a meeting house.” The prayer
was heard, and Darrow was cited for contempt of court. The judge
later accepted Darrow’s apology in the name of Christ, and the trial
continued.

Darrow’s arguments were losing ones. Scopes was found guilty, and
the law was upheld. Darrow’s grueling cross-examination of William
Jennings Bryan, who volunteered to serve as an expert witness on
the Bible, on the veracity of biblical miracles and contradictions and
silences in Genesis (Which of the two creation stories did Bryan pre-
fer? Where did Cain’s wife come from?), has endured as the takeaway
of the Scopes trial, although no one at the time saw the episode as de-
cisive for the defense. Certainly Bryan did not. He revised his closing
argument into a fiery stump speech he intended to take on tour. He
never got the chance: he died in his sleep a few days after the trial’s end.

The ACLU appealed the Scopes decision, but the Tennessee
Supreme Court concluded that “we are not able to see how the prohi-
bition . . . gives preference to any religious establishment.” Expanding
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Bryan’s argument, the state rejected the plea for academic freedom
and recognized no limits on majority rule: “What the public believes
is for the common welfare must be accepted as tending to promote the
common welfare, whether it does in fact or not.”

The Scopes trial encouraged both sides of the curriculum debate. By
the end of the decade, most states or localities where Fundamentalists
held sway—across the South and in some of the West—had imposed
anti-evolution restrictions by law, administrative ruling, or school
board resolution. Although such laws were repulsed in the North,
Fundamentalist-inspired restrictions influenced the content of high
school biology textbooks everywhere. A 1941 survey of high school
teachers found that one in three feared teaching evolution.

In 1968, the United States Supreme Court finally ruled unconsti-
tutional an anti-evolution law passed in 1928. In Epperson v. Arkan-
sas, the court described the statute as “a product of the upsurge of
‘tundamentalist’ religious fervor of the twenties” designed to corre-
spond with a particular religious doctrine. In an opinion written by
Justice Abe Fortas, who was a Tennessee high school student during
the Scopes trial, the court declared that “the First Amendment does
not permit the State to require that teaching and learning must be tai-
lored to the principles or prohibitions of any religious sect or dogma,”
despite the “State’s undoubted right to prescribe the curriculum for
its public schools.”

Division

According to the venerable Black’s Law Dictionary, the rule of law is
“the supremacy of regular power as opposed to arbitrary power.” In
the United States, it is embodied in such soaring constitutional phrases
as “no person shall be deprived of life, liberty or property without due
process of law,” “no state shall deny any person the equal protection of
the law,” and no person shall be subjected to “cruel and unusual pun-
ishment.” Holding these ideals is one thing. Living up to them is an-
other. In the 1920s, the United States struggled, often unsuccessfully,
to live up to its own aspirations.

THE JIM CROW NORTH

The African American migration sparked by wartime labor shortages
in the North continued at a high rate through the 1920s and trans-
formed cities across the country. By 1918, this great migration north
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had become a mass social movement of entire families and communi-
ties that pulled up stakes and headed for “the promised land” north of
the Mason-Dixon line. By 1920, seven cities— Philadelphia, New York,
Chicago, Detroit, Pittsburgh, Indianapolis, and Cleveland — contained
40 percent of the North’s black population. More than 8o percent of
black Chicagoans had been born in some other state, almost half in
either Tennessee or Mississippi.

Swollen black populations created a housing crisis and stimulated
white determination to enforce racial barriers. White neighborhood
associations formed to restrict black access to all but the most unde-
sirable urban areas, enclosing African American communities within
“invisible walls of steel.” Things got ugly fast in Detroit, where the
breathtaking growth of the auto industry fueled a massive migration
of workers, including many black southerners, whose numbers grew
tenfold in a single decade. By 1925, the NAACP reported a pattern
of black homes bombed, attacked, and threatened in cities across the
country.

On September 11, 1925, Dr. Ossian Sweet, who had bought a bun-
galow with his wife, Gladys, in a white working-class neighborhood
of Detroit, was arrested on charges of homicide after defending his
home against a mob of white men with the aid of his brother Henry.
NAACP leader Walter White hastened to Detroit from New York to
secure the best defense he could for the brothers. “The case was big-
ger than Detroit,” White wrote later. “[It] was the dramatic climax of
the nationwide fight to enforce residential segregation.” When no local
white attorney would take the case, Clarence Darrow, just back from
Tennessee, volunteered.

A first trial ended in a hung jury, but the Sweets were exonerated on
grounds of self-defense in a second trial marked by a soaring six-hour
closing argument by Darrow, who asked the all-white jury, “Who are
we, anyway?” before reducing the room to tears by unrolling “a com-
plete panorama of the experience . . . of the American Negro, begin-
ning with his African background, down to the present—a panorama
of his sufferings, his struggles, his achievements, his aspirations.”

Ossian and Henry Sweet were free, but residential segregation
spread, accelerating the trend toward segregated education in the
North. Even when residential segregation did not produce segregated
schools, northern cities found other ways to construct dual school
systems. “Tracking” students by academic ability enabled school ad-
ministrators to channel black students into effectively segregated and
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second-rate classes. Chicago gerrymandered school district lines and
allowed white children to transfer out of predominantly black schools
while denying that privilege to black students. In 1929, black sociologist
Kelly Miller reported, “The color line in public education is vigorously
asserting itself across the continent from Atlantic City to Los Angeles.”

Although the NAACP rejected segregated schools as an affront
to democracy, many African Americans supported them as black-
controlled oases in a racist world. Black teachers incorporated Afri-
can American history and literature into their classes and encouraged
racial pride. Moreover, teaching remained a chief avenue to the middle
class for educated African Americans. Indeed, even as the Philadelphia
NAACP petitioned the school board to stop the advance of segregated
schools, the Pennsylvania Association of Teachers of Colored Chil-
dren endorsed separate—but equal —schools.

THE SHAME OF AMERICA

Although the vast majority of lynchings occurred south of the Mason-
Dixon Line, the North was not immune to the disease. In Duluth,
Minnesota, where US Steel imported southern blacks as cheap labor
during WWI, a white mob numbering in the thousands hung from
lampposts three young black circus workers accused of raping a white
woman. Antilynching activist Ida Wells-Barnett could assert that “no-
body. . . . believes that old threadbare lie that Negro men rape white
women,” but many whites either believed it or used it to justify their
own violence against black men.

In 1921, the NAACP mounted an all-out effort to pass a federal anti-
lynching law that would punish state and local officials who failed to
protect individuals from lynch mobs. In 1920, more than half the vic-
tims of that year’s 55 recorded lynchings had been taken from officers
of the law, lending credence to the NAACP’s argument that local and
state governments were implicated in mob violence.

In 1921, the US House of Representatives passed the Dyer Anti-
lynching Bill (after Missouri congressman Leonidas Dyer), which
targeted local sheriffs who refused to stop mob action. Southerners
howled about federal usurpation of state authority and denounced the
proposed law as a “bill to encourage rape.” The Dyer Bill squeaked
through the Republican-dominated House but was filibustered by
Democrats in the Senate. While the bill languished, three black men
were burned alive in the town square of Kirvin, Texas, and 15-year old
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Charlie Atkins was tortured and roasted “over a slow fire” before a
mob of 2,000 in Davisboro, Georgia.

Some white southerners who opposed federal action on lynching
were nonetheless determined to end southern lawlessness by pressur-
ing local sheriffs to do their duty. In 1930, a group of 26 white women
formed the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of
Lynching (ASWPL). Led by Texan Jesse Daniel Ames, the ASWPL
insisted that lynching discredited the legal process and undermined
respect for officers of the law, which made it harder for the authori-
ties to maintain social control. Combined with the NAACP’s drive to
make lynching a federal crime, the ASWPL’s campaign helped lower
the number of lynchings dramatically.

Why a women’s antilynching association? Historian Jacquelyn
Dowd Hall argues that Ames attacked the story white men told them-
selves about lynching—that it was necessary to protect vulnerable
white women from black rapists. The ASWPL rejected any responsi-
bility for the barbarism of white men. As the Macon Evening News re-
ported, women had “announced to their red-handed ‘protectors’ that
they want no more of this rope-and-faggot courtesy.” Lillian Smith, a
trenchant critic of southern racial and sexual hierarchies, described
the movement this way: “The lady insurrectionists . . . said calmly that
they were not afraid of being raped; as for their sacredness, they could
take care of it themselves; they did not need the chivalry of lynching
to protect them and did not want it.” It was, Smith concluded, “a truly
subversive affair.” Mobilizing traditional female networks to assert
civicinfluence outside official, male-dominated channels, the ASWPL
replaced the image of the delicate white lady with that of the woman
citizen, requiring not the protection of men but the equal protection
of the law.

“WE STAND DEFEATED AMERICA”

In July 1921, two Italian immigrants, Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo
Vanzetti, were convicted and sentenced to death for the murder of
two men during a payroll robbery in South Braintree, Massachu-
setts. Neither had a criminal record, but both were well-known to fed-
eral authorities as militant anarchists with ties to the suspected Wall
Street bombers of 1920. The verdict marked the beginning of a six-year
worldwide effort to save the men’s lives. The Sacco and Vanzetti De-
fense Committee agitated for a new trial, and presented petitions to
the governor of Massachusetts signed by many leading intellectuals of
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diverse political opinion, including physicist Albert Einstein and play-
wright George Bernard Shaw. They were unsuccessful. When Sacco
and Vanzetti were executed by electrocution on August 23, 1927, riots
broke out around the world.

What was at stake in the Sacco and Vanzetti saga? Why did it ignite
the passion of usually dispassionate law professors like Harvard’s Felix
Frankfurter as well as reliable radicals like novelist John Dos Passos,
who chaired the defense committee? There was more to it than claims
of innocence, although there were those. The contention that fired six
years of protest was that Sacco and Vanzetti had been martyred to anti-
immigrant and antiradical sentiment at the height of the Red Scareina
place—Boston— that was unusually agitated over leftist Italians. Their
trial had been marked by serious prosecutorial misconduct and fla-
grant abuse of judicial discretion by a judge who openly appealed to
the nativist passions and prejudices of the jury. The integrity of the
American criminal justice system stood accused before the world, and
with it the commitment of the United States to the rule of law.

In an increasingly unstable global political world, the commitment
of the United States to immigration, political freedom, and equality be-
fore the law mattered to people far beyond the nation’s borders. While
American Klansmen disciplined wayward women and bootleggers,
hundreds of anti-Semitic societies and nationalist militias cropped
up across central Europe. French governments spanning the political
spectrum toppled one after another. In Germany, roving corps of dis-
gruntled ex-soldiers lashed out at the terms of the Versailles Treaty.
One of them, Corporal Adolf Hitler, was briefly imprisoned after lead-
ing a failed coup in Munich in 1923. In 1922, Benito Mussolini, the
leader of Italy’s National Fascist Party, came to power in a coup in
Rome. “The world is turning to the right,” he declared.

To many leftists, at home and abroad, postwar America was un-
recognizable. Americans prided themselves on being “the land of the
free,” wrote British novelist D. H. Lawrence in 1923, but “the free mob”
had destroyed the right to dissent. “I have never been in any country
where the individual has such an abject fear of his fellow countrymen.”
Many authors and artists abandoned the United States in the 1920s for
Paris or Berlin. Dos Passos’s 1927 plea for justice for Sacco and Van-
zetti trumpeted his bitterness at the capture of the American ideal by
the defenders of unity and cultural conformity. The chasm was too
broad to be spanned. “All right we are two nations,” Dos Passos con-
cluded, and one — the nation of “the immigrant haters”—had defeated
the other. “We stand defeated America.”
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THE 1928 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION

The tensions between rural and urban America, between “old stock”
Americans and newcomers, between Protestants and Catholics and
“others,” between wets and drys, between those worried about Anglo-
Saxon supremacy and those who dismissed the notion as fantastical,
converged in the presidential election of 1928 when four-time New
York Governor Al Smith was chosen as the Democratic nominee. “For
the first time,” wrote the New Republic, “a representative of the un-
pedigreed, foreign-born, city-bred, many-tongued recent arrivals on
the American scene has knocked on the door and aspired seriously” to
be president of the United States. “Al Smith,” wrote another keen ob-
server of American politics, “must rise or fall in our national life . . . as
our first urbanite.”

Opposing him was Republican Herbert Hoover, a self-made finan-
cier educated as an engineer who first came to public notice as the
supremely organized and self-confident administrator of Belgian re-
lief and the Food Administration during the war years. Impatient and
ambitious, Hoover served as secretary of commerce under Presidents
Harding and Coolidge—and, it was said, “Under-Secretary of all other
departments.” In 1927, Hoover headed the relief effort during the great
Mississippi River flood, in which 15 inches of rain fell in New Orleans
in 18 hours, producing the most devastating river flood in American
history. When President Coolidge announced that he did not wish to
run for reelection, Hoover was a natural choice.

After their dreadful showing in 1924, the Democrats were deter-
mined to compete as friends of business rather than, in the words of
1924 candidate John W. Davis, “a mere gathering of the unsuccessful.”
Smith’s campaign manager was John J. Raskob, a Republican executive
with General Motors who listed his employment as “capitalist.” The
Democratic platform was practically an identical copy of the GOP’s.

The Democrats’ decision to run as conservatives allowed the cam-
paign to focus on cultural issues, chiefly religion and prohibition.
Smith was no less Catholic in 1928 than he had been in 1924. Prot-
estant ministers denounced Smith as a “cocktail President,” charging
that his election would open the floodgates of immigration and “turn
this country over to the domination of a foreign religious sect.” A wry
Will Rogers noted the explosion of clergy in public life and observed,
“A Preacher just can’t save anybody nowadays. He is too busy saving
the Nation.”
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The 1928 election stands out for many reasons, including the ex-
ceptionally high turnout (67.5 percent of eligible voters, compared to
51 percent in 1924), which reflected in part an outpouring of Catholic
women. The Catholic vote in 1928 was strong enough to move both
Rhode Island and Massachusetts into the Democratic camp. Smith
polled 41 percent of the vote, more than any Democratic nominee
since Woodrow Wilson, but he lost six traditionally Democratic states
in the South. Hoover’s popular-vote margin was only five million, but
he won decisively in the Electoral College (444 to 87), and became the
first president born west of the Mississippi.

Smith’s religion, his ethnicity, and his identity as a New Yorker all
combined to make him the personification of strangeness, of differ-
ence, to white Protestant America. As the New Republic’s Walter Lipp-
mann observed, “Quite apart even from the severe opposition of the
prohibitionists, the objection to [machine politics], the sectional ob-
jection to New York, there is an opposition to Smith which is as au-
thentic, and, it seems to me, as poignant as his support. It is inspired by
the feeling that the clamorous life of the city should not be acknowl-
edged as the American ideal.” Intolerance remained integral to the
definition of “100% Americanism.”

%

In a 1928 speech in New York, Al Smith’s home base, Herbert Hoover
stated that the distinctive American “concept of self-government” was
founded on the belief “that only through ordered liberty, freedom and
equal opportunity to the individual will his initiative and enterprise
spur on the march of progress.” He warned, though, that the Demo-
crats had “revived in this campaign . . . a series of proposals which, if
adopted, would be a long step toward the abandonment of our Ameri-
can system.” Greater government regulation of the economy, he de-
clared, “would destroy political equality” and “stifle initiative and in-
vention.” Although denying that he was celebrating a “free-for-all and
devil-take-hind-most” philosophy of governance, Hoover insisted that
by withholding government regulation of economic liberty America
was “nearer today to the idea of the abolition of poverty and fear from
the lives of men and women than ever before in any land.” America,
he promised, was on the verge of lasting prosperity. Democracy might
totter in Europe, but Americans had nothing to fear.
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FIGURE 5. “Work Promotes Confidence,” poster from the Works Progress Admin-
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@epression, 1928—1938

In 1932, Angelo Herndon, a young black Communist organizer in
Atlanta, was prosecuted under a Reconstruction-era anti-insurrection
act that carried the death penalty. Herndon’s ostensible crime was
possession of membership blanks for the Communist Party. The more
serious crime, in the eyes of Georgia officials, was his organization
of the unemployed through speeches, literature, and protests. Hern-
don boasted of his membership in the Communist Party, and received
Communist literature. Worse, the charismatic Herndon held meet-
ings that were interracial and also frequently included white women
workers.

During the trial, the local prosecutor, John Hudson, defended
Herndon’s arrest and insisted, “If we wait until they seize the Capi-
tol and the courts before we consider it an overt act, there will be no
government left to punish insurrection.” Hudson demanded the jury
to find Herndon guilty and sentence him to death. The jury complied
with the first demand, but not the second. Herndon was sentenced to
28 years in prison. He was 19 years old.

At the nadir of the Great Depression, insurrection was not outside
the realm of the possible. In Atlanta, the Communist Party competed
with the protofascist Black Shirts, whose members believed in saving
jobs for working-class white men. Two days after Franklin D. Roose-
velt’s election on November 8, 1932, his aide Adolf Berle sketched a
tentative legislative program for the new administration. But he cau-
tioned, “It must be remembered that by March 4 next we may have
anything on our hands from a recovery to a revolution. The odds are
about even either way.”

From his perch in Cambridge, Harvard law professor Zachariah
Chafee ridiculed Georgia authorities and their supposed fear of violent
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insurrection. White Georgians, he insisted, “were afraid not that the
United States Constitution would be overthrown, but that it might be
enforced.” Yet, Chafee continued, “you cannot indict a man for seek-
ing to put the Fifteenth Amendment into wider effect.” What Herndon
and other African American Communists wanted was to participate
in government. If that government was Communist, all the better:
the Communist Party was officially committed to full equality for all
people, including black people.

Chaffee acknowledged that a genuine attempt to overthrow the
government by force could of course be punished. But, he concluded,
that did not mean that the advocacy of “anything the community dis-
likes” could be considered an attempted revolt, even if its advocacy
resulted in violence. Georgia prosecutors had not been worried about
any plotted subversion of the lawful authority of the state of Georgia
in 1932, said Chaffee. What worried them was Herndon’s demand for
equal rights for Negroes. “If he got going with that,” Chaffee explained,
“there was a clear and present danger of racial friction and isolated acts
of violence by individuals on both sides.”

When it overturned Angelo Herndon’s conviction in 1937, the
Supreme Court differentiated between seditious acts and political ad-
vocacy up to and including revolution, which the justices considered
political speech and therefore protected by the First Amendment to
the Constitution. States were not free to criminalize ideas and prevent
people from criticizing the law or advocating a different outcome.

When faced with the possibility of Communist revolution in 1919,
the German government organized the Freikorps, a militia composed
of WWI combat veterans. During the 1920s, the remnants of this
group evolved into the Sturmabteilung (SA, or Stormtroopers), the
paramilitary arm of the Nazi Party. There were those in the Roose-
velt administration who thought something similar might be required
in the United States. A draft of a radio address from March 35, 1933, to
the American Legion ended with the president suggesting a possible
need to mobilize the veterans under his personal command. “As new
commander-in-chief under the oath to which you are still bound I re-
serve to myself the right to command you in any phase of the situa-
tion which now confronts us. That is the highest compliment within
my power.”

FDR cut these sentences and replaced them with language ask-
ing for veterans to support his legislative program. He did so with the
knowledge that it might be necessary to call on the army to put down
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an insurrection, whether promoted by Georgia Communists or Min-
nesota farmers. The main thing at the moment was to keep Americans’
minds on Congress and the legislative process.

Meltdown, 1928-1933

When Republican Herbert Hoover was inaugurated as president on
March 4, 1929, the United States was the richest nation on earth. In-
deed, it was the richest nation the world had ever seen. Perennial Sec-
retary of the Treasury Andrew Mellon proclaimed majestically that
“the high tide of prosperity will continue,” but the president had his
doubts. Almost alone, he warned against the “speculative frenzy” of
the stock market, and urged state governments to put aside resources
for a rainy day. Delighted that “the modern technical mind was for the
first time at the head of a government,” Americans waited for the show
to begin.

THE PREMIER BUREAUCRAT OF THE DECADE

Herbert Hoover liked to feed people. As chairman of the Commission
for Relief in Belgium in WWI, he famously fed millions in the middle
of a war zone. In postwar Austria, he once swapped two locomo-
tives for two million eggs. As secretary of commerce in 1921, Hoover
worked with private organizations to feed millions of starving Rus-
sians, saving as many as 10 million lives. Late in his career, after World
War II, he had a hand in creating the United Nations International
Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF). Hoover traced his emphasis
on food to the poverty of his upbringing. Orphaned by age 10, Hoover
was shunted among Quaker families in Iowa before being sent to live
with an uncle in Oregon. “You see,” he explained in 1928, “I was always
hungry then.”

Hoover’s insecure boyhood left him reclusive and wary, without a
sense of humor and incapable of communicating effectively. He knew
what he knew and was impervious to persuasion by anyone other than
his beloved wife, Lou, a fellow Stanford geology graduate. Hoover was
touchy and bridled at even modest criticism. On the other hand, he
could be a ferocious critic of others, often alienating people for life.
Hoover was a fearsomely effective business executive, taskmaster, and
administrator, but he was an inept politician. As the ever-astute pro-
gressive journalist William Allen White observed, Hoover’s “frigid
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desire to live a virtuous life” rendered him a singularly ineffective
leader.

Hoover’s Quaker upbringing instilled in him a deep faith in the
power of voluntary cooperation and local community action that led
him to favor private relief efforts over government action in times of
crisis. Renowned for his constant drive to expand his portfolio as sec-
retary of commerce, Hoover seemed oblivious to the fact that he was,
ironically, both “the premier bureaucrat of the decade” and “the man
most responsible for swollen government agencies.”

Herbert Hoover assumed the presidency in March 1929 intending to
fulfill his campaign declaration that “government must be a construc-
tive force.” His Republican predecessors, Warren Harding and Calvin
Coolidge, had accomplished little in the way of domestic reform.
Hoover hoped to pick up where Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow
Wilson had left off. “We want to see a nation built of home owners and
farm owners,” he announced. “We want to see their savings protected.
We want to see them in steady jobs. We want to see more and more of
them insured against death and accident, unemployment and old age.
We want them all secure.”

Hoover believed that government policies could help establish
and maintain that sense of security. Throughout the 1920s, Hoover
argued for a minimum wage, the 48-hour workweek, the eradication
of child labor, improved housing for workers, and equal pay for men
and women. He favored a graduated income tax and steep inheritance
and gift taxes for the express purpose of “disintegrating large fortunes,”
which, in line with Theodore Roosevelt, he considered “a menace to
true liberty” by encouraging inherited privilege. In 1928, he urged a
gathering of governors to create a $3 billion reserve fund for public
works “to ward off unemployment in lean years.” With unemployment
at 3 percent in early 1929, Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon brushed
off such concerns, pronouncing that “the high tide of prosperity will
continue.”

INTERNATIONAL ECONOMIC COMPLICATIONS

Under the terms of the Versailles Treaty, Germany was obliged to pay
some $33 billion in reparations to Britain and France. The Germans
defaulted on this debt repeatedly in the 1920s, resulting in French oc-
cupation of the Ruhr, Germany’s industrial heartland, in 1923, and re-
peated renegotiations of the terms of the debt. In recognition of the
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United States’ new position as the world’s leading creditor, these nego-
tiations were brokered by Americans: Chicago banker and vice presi-
dent of the United States Charles G. Dawes in 1924 and industrialist
Owen D. Young in 1929.

Contrary to conventional wisdom, the reparations payments did
not unduly tax the German economy (as forecast by economist John
Maynard Keynes in 1919) and were not directly responsible for its
breakdown in 1923. The extraordinary hyperinflation that led to the
German economic collapse in 1923 was in fact orchestrated by the Ger-
man government, which preferred short-term economic chaos to po-
litically unpalatable reparation payments and gambled, correctly, that
chaos would lead to renegotiation.

The United States received only nominal reparations from Ger-
many. But the Allied governments owed the US Treasury some $10
billion for loans made during and immediately after the war. Britain
and France objected to paying these debts, arguing that 9o percent of
the money they borrowed had been spent in the United States on war
supplies, sparking a domestic economic boom. French Prime Min-
ister Georges Clemenceau argued that the Americans should count
their blessings that their primary contribution to defeating the Ger-
mans had been in coin rather than blood, and challenged President
Coolidge to “come see the endless lists of dead in our villages.” Britain
and France offered to ease their demands on Germany if the Ameri-
cans would forgive the Allied loans, but the US government rejected
any connection between German reparations and Allied debts, and
Republican determination to lower domestic tax rates ruled out Allied
debt forgiveness. In the end, Germany borrowed money from private
American banks to help pay reparations to France and Britain, which
in turn used those funds to repay their debts to the United States.

The isolationist and tightfisted Republican administrations of the
1920s refused to admit any link between German reparations and
debts owed the US Treasury by the Allied governments. Americans
considered efforts to scale back the Allied debts transparent schemes
to shift the burden of the war’s cost from European to American shoul-
ders. Popular opinion on this issue was only hardened by Wall Street’s
support for war-debt cancellation, a move that would make the banks’
own private loans more secure. Weary of European diplomatic in-
trigue at Versailles, disillusioned with the fate of the Wilsonian vision
of a democratic Europe, disgusted by financiers’ willingness to sacri-
fice taxpayer dollars to secure their own profits, Americans withdrew
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into their own world, cocooned, they thought, from the catastrophes
Europeans brought on themselves.

By 1929, the national income of the United States surpassed those
of Great Britain, Germany, France, Canada, Japan, and 17 other major
nations combined. America was unquestionably the world’s dominant
economic power. This represented a shift of historic proportions. For
300 years, the United States had been a debtor nation, dependent on
European capital to finance industrial expansion. For the first time, the
economic balance of the world depended on the willingness of private
bankers in America to lend money abroad.

SMASH-UP

In September 1929, the frenzied bull market faltered. Stock prices
slid suddenly, recovered, and assumed a precarious balance. But on
October 23, the market plunged; some $4 billion was lost in a mat-
ter of hours. The next day, Black Thursday, the floor of the New York
Stock Exchange dissolved into pandemonium as stocks plummeted
in record-breaking heavy trading. The following Tuesday, October 29,
was even worse. By mid-November, industrial stocks were worth half
what they had been worth only 10 weeks earlier.

As dramatic as the crash was, it directly affected only a relatively
narrow slice of Americans. Less than 3 percent of Americans owned
securities in 1929. The president believed that the nation was entering
a short-term recession similar to that of 1921. Even so, he took action.
Hoover convinced the Federal Reserve to ease credit and extracted a
pledge from business leaders not to cut wages or jobs. Until the end of
1930, Americans believed that they were in the midst of a normal busi-
ness downswing and that their president was intervening on their be-
half in an appropriately aggressive and unprecedented manner.

Then the banks began to fail. As historian David Kennedy has noted
bluntly, “American banks were rotten even in good times.” There were
too many banks, and a great number of them were dangerously under-
capitalized. The rest of the developed world used branch banking, in
which sound metropolitan institutions served outlying communities
through branches. But centralized branch banking had been demon-
ized in the United States by populist attacks on “the money power.”
The overwhelming majority of the approximately 30,000 American
banks in 1929 were “unitary” banks that could look only to their own
resources in the event of a panic.

The saying “If you see a line outside a bank, join it” gives a sense



Depression, 1928-1938 * 145

of the improvised volatility of a run on a bank. The 1930 run began in
Louisville, Kentucky. Mobs of depositors pushed their way to tellers’
windows demanding to withdraw their savings. Banks scrambled to
meet this demand by calling in loans and selling assets, thereby driving
down the value of assets in otherwise sound institutions and imperil-
ing the entire banking system in an expanding ripple effect.

What the banks needed most was cash. But the desperate effort of
thousands of individual banks to meet the demands of their depositors
contracted the money supply, tightened credit, and strangled the sys-
tem as a whole. In 1907, when a similar collapse threatened the econ-
omy, the House of Morgan had taken charge of the panic and used
its own massive reserves to sort things out. Theoretically, the Federal
Reserve was supposed to prevent such a crisis now, but it was not up
to the job.

Aliquidity crisis in America meant an investment crisis abroad. Be-
cause American banks now had no money to lend Europeans, Ger-
man and Austrian banks failed. Hoover managed to ram through Con-
gress a one-year moratorium on the repayment of “intergovernmental
debts, reparations, and relief debts,” which gave the Europeans some
breathing room. But skeptical holders of European currencies began
to demand payment in gold. On September 21, 1931, Great Britain de-
faulted on its gold payments to foreign investors. At this point, foreign
investors, panicked by the European crisis, began withdrawing their
gold and capital from American banks. Domestic depositors followed
suit, triggering a liquidity crisis that dwarfed the one in 1930. By the
end of 1931, 2,294 American banks had failed, and the economy was
grinding to a halt.

COPING WITH CRISIS

It matters who is at the helm when a hurricane strikes. Americans
had faith that Herbert Hoover, who had orchestrated massive relief
efforts on two continents, would pilot them safely through the storm.
Hoover, in turn, had faith that Americans would rise to the occasion,
and that local government institutions and private charity would tide
the nation over until the worst had passed. He had a “passionate, al-
most bigoted, belief in America,” concluded William Allen White.
Hoover’s faith in the power of volunteerism ignored the facts of his
own experience. As head of the relief effort during the 1927 Missis-
sippi River flood, Hoover never acknowledged that two-thirds of the
relief funds came from the government or that he depended on federal



146 * CHAPTER FIVE

agencies like the Department of Agriculture and the National Guard to
carry out the rescue operation. Nor did he acknowledge that of the $12
million required monthly to feed the Belgians during WWI, $10 mil-
lion came directly from the British and French treasuries.

Hoover’s inclination to be selective with facts served him poorly
as the depression worsened. In May 1930, he insisted that the worst
was over. Not until a year after the crash, in October 1930, did he
finally establish the President’s Emergency Committee for Employ-
ment (PECE). When the Census Bureau estimated in April 1931 that
between three and four million Americans were out of work, Hoover
disagreed, insisting that fewer than two million were out of work, and
asserted erroneously that “employment has been steadily increasing.”

This approach played poorly at the polls in the 1930 midterm elec-
tions, by which time factory payrolls had plunged 35 percent and more
than 25,000 businesses had failed. Democrats gained control of the
House of Representatives for the first time since 1919, and picked up
six seats in the Senate, reducing the GOP majority to a one-seat ad-
vantage. Growing calls for government relief elicited only presidential
lectures. “Prosperity,” Hoover intoned in his December 1930 State of
the Union address, “cannot be restored by raids upon the public Trea-
sury.” He seemed to view the Depression (the word had become capi-
talized) as akin to a natural disaster. Congress, he thought, could no
more speed recovery than it could “exorcise a Caribbean hurricane by
statutory law.” Rather than call an extra session of Congress to contend
with the crisis, Hoover allowed it to recess from March 4 to Decem-
ber 7, 1931.

Hoover stood steadfast against direct federal relief, declaring that
the dole was demoralizing. While millions of Americans huddled in
miserable shantytowns dubbed “Hoovervilles” and suffered from hun-
ger and exposure to the elements, the president proclaimed inaccu-
rately that local governments “are providing against distress” and that
“nobody actually starved.” In truth, local governments and private
philanthropy had collapsed beneath the accumulated weight of the
destitute. The head of the PECE resigned as unemployment hit eight
million. Alarmed that the federal government was running a historic
deficit of nearly one billion dollars, the president convinced Congress
to raise taxes and cut government spending. Fortune magazine esti-
mated that 34 million Americans were “without any income what-
ever.” This figure omitted 11 million farm families crushed under the
double burden of the depression and a devastating drought.
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FROM BAD TO WORSE

By early 1932, a presidential election year, more than 10 million people
were out of work, nearly 20 percent of the labor force. In cities like
Detroit and Chicago, which were home to hard-hit industries such as
steel and automobiles, the unemployment rate was a staggering 40
percent. Local relief didn’t begin to make up for lost wages. New York
City provided relief to the unemployed equaling approximately 8 per-
cent of a worker’s lost wages; in Chicago, relief covered only 5 percent.
In effect, a worker who had earned $2,000 per year received $100 per
year in relief. Business Week wrote of a “complete breakdown.” Chicago
mayor Anton Cermak told Congress that if it refused to send federal
funds for relief, it should send troops to keep the peace.

Recognizing the need to stabilize the banking system and gener-
ate liquidity, Hoover reluctantly agreed to intervene. In February 1932
the Glass-Steagall Act broadened the category of acceptable credit
for Federal Reserve System loans, and in July the Federal Home Loan
Bank Act helped families refinance their homes and thawed millions
of dollars in frozen assets. Working at cross-purposes, however, the
Revenue Act of 1932 raised taxes across the board.

Most significantly, the new Reconstruction Finance Corporation
(RFC) was authorized to lend some $500 million to financial institu-
tions. The money was expected to “trickle down” to the public through
private loans, mortgages, and job creation. Business Week and the New
Republic for once agreed, and praised the policy decision. Columbia
University economist Rexford Tugwell was less complimentary. “Bank
relief,” he said, was like fertilizing the branches of a tree instead of its
roots. Will Rogers was even more pointed. Bankers, he announced,
had “the honor of being the first group to go on the ‘dole’ in America.”
Still the president resisted both direct federal relief for the poor and
enhanced aid for the states.

New York senator Robert Wagner was incredulous: “We shall help
the financial institutions; and I agree that we should. But is there any
reason why we should not likewise extend a helping hand to that for-
lorn American, in every village and every city of the United States,
who has been without wages since 1929? Must he alone carry the cross
of individual responsibility?” Noting the eagerness of the government
to help the banks, Wagner added, “We did not preach to them rugged
individualism. We did not sanctimoniously roll out sentences rich with
synonyms of self-reliance. We were not carried away with apprehen-
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sion over what would happen to their independence if we extended
them a helping hand.”

Hoover still stubbornly resisted aid for the unemployed. He vetoed
a relief bill in July 1932, but reluctantly signed the Relief and Recon-
struction Act, which authorized the RFC to finance up to $1.5 billion
in “self-liquidating” short-term public works projects and to loan up
to $300 million to the states for relief. Hoover’s image as callous was
reinforced that same month when General Douglas MacArthur ex-
pelled from the District of Columbia the Bonus Army, tens of thou-
sands of out-of-work WWI veterans who marched on Washington
and demanded early payment of a war “bonus” due them in 1945. Fed-
eral troops were called in after a violent confrontation between veter-
ans and police on Pennsylvania Avenue on July 28. Exceeding his au-
thority, General MacArthur descended on the camp with six cannons,
a column of infantry with fixed bayonets, and a detachment of cav-
alry. They drove out the unarmed marchers and set their tents ablaze.
“Well, this elects me,” concluded Hoover’s Democratic opponent for
president, New York governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

“Strong Medicine,” 1933-1935

In 1928, Herbert Hoover carried 40 states; in 1932, he carried 6. The
election was a referendum on Republican policies that failed to stem
the economic bloodletting and eroded faith in the market’s capacity to
self-adjust. Franklin Roosevelt, who promised, vaguely, a “new deal”
for Americans, won by default.

By 1932, the relationship of the state to the economy, and of the gov-
ernment to the people, had been a principal topic of debate for half a
century. These issues were central to the crisis that Franklin Roosevelt
faced. Crises do not necessarily lead to innovative solutions, but they
do alter the conditions of the politically possible. At such a moment,
new people and new ideas— or new people with old ideas— can slip
through openings. In the depths of the Depression, many Americans’
faith in the nation’s political institutions to cope with the economic
crisis had nearly dissolved. Some looked to more “modern” solutions.

ROOSEVELT REDUX

Franklin D. Roosevelt grew up roaming a bucolic estate overlooking
the Hudson River in Hyde Park, New York. The only child of indulgent
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parents, he was a bright but uninspired student at Groton and Har-
vard. A year of Columbia Law School convinced Roosevelt that he did
not want to practice law. In 19035, Franklin married his distant cousin
Eleanor Roosevelt, who was escorted down the aisle by her uncle
Theodore. The couple had four children in four years, one of whom
died as an infant, and then another two during WWI. Franklin’s affair
with Eleanor’s secretary, Lucy Mercer, nearly ended both the marriage
and Roosevelt’s political career. In the end, Eleanor remained in the
marriage but not in the bedroom.

After a stint as a state representative in New York, Roosevelt was
appointed assistant secretary of the Navy in 1913. He resigned in 1920
to serve as the vice presidential candidate for the doomed Democrats.
The following year, Roosevelt contracted polio, which left him per-
manently paralyzed from the waist down. Despite months of therapy
in Warm Springs, Georgia, Roosevelt failed to improve. Yet he was de-
termined to walk again. Outfitted in steel braces and a cane, FDR was
able to move a short distance by swiveling his torso and hips to propel
his legs. In public, Roosevelt was always seen either seated or stand-
ing, with the assistance of an aide or one of his sons. In private, he was
carried or used a wheelchair. Thanks to an obliging press, there are
only two known photographs of FDR in a wheelchair and less than
a minute of film of his excruciating, exhausting “walk.” Not until the
1960s did the American public have any idea of how severely disabled
he was.

To the very marrow in his bones, Franklin Roosevelt was what
Herbert Hoover was not: a politician. Hoover was frank to the point of
rudeness, alienating even those who agreed with him. Roosevelt was
charmingly evasive, baftling his supporters and opponents alike. He
was a master of conversation, listening attentively to everyone, punc-
tuating talk with penetrating questions. He was a superb storyteller.
Whether standing by leaning on his cane or continuing his relationship
with Lucy Mercer, FDR could be duplicitous, and he enjoyed secrecy
when it served his interests. These attributes served him well during
his unprecedented 12-year presidency.

Roosevelt spent the 1920s learning to cope with the consequences
of polio, avoiding the internecine Democratic Party struggle between
the urban-north-Catholic-wet wing and the rural-western/southern-
Protestant-dry faction. In 1928, when Al Smith lost the presidency to
Herbert Hoover, Roosevelt was elected governor of New York.

Like the previous President Roosevelt, FDR considered govern-
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ment the active agent of the public interest. While President Hoover
resisted government aid to the unemployed, Governor Roosevelt cre-
ated a Temporary Emergency Relief Administration in New York.
“What is the state?” he asked the New York legislature in 1931. “It is
the duly constituted representative of an organized society of human
beings— created by them for their mutual protection and well-being.”
Government extends relief, Roosevelt explained, “not as a matter of
charity, but as a matter of social duty; the State accepts that task cheer-
fully because it believes that it will help restore that close relationship
with its people which is necessary to preserve our democratic form of
government.”

DO WE NEED A DICTATOR?

Every industrialized nation was affected by the Great Depression, but
none was hit as hard as the United States. Four years after the crash of
1929, gross national product (GNP) was half what it had been. At least
a quarter, but more likely one-third, of American workers were un-
employed. Millions more had lost their investments, their life savings,
their homes, their land. Three-quarters of the value of stockholder as-
sets had evaporated since 1929. More than 5,000 bank failures had
wiped out some $7 billion worth of depositors’ savings. Farm losses
were staggering. By early 1933, banks were foreclosing on 20,000
farms a month.

Despite FDR’s election, Hoover’s term as president did not end
until March 4, 1933. The timing could not have been worse. The so-
cial fabric, already badly frayed, began to dissolve as the economy hit
rock bottom. An assassination attempt on the president-elect killed
Chicago mayor Anton Cermak instead. A double line of rifle-bearing
policemen on the Capitol steps separated Congress from 2,500 hunger
marchers. Jowa farmers dragged a judge from his chambers and strung
him up from a tree to protest farm foreclosure auctions. The president
of the Farm Bureau Foundation warned the Senate in January 1933,
“Unless something is done for the American farmer we will have revo-
lution in the countryside within twelve months.”

The crisis of capitalism was more than an economic disaster: it pro-
duced a global loss of confidence in democratic governance. Legisla-
tive bodies, with their partisan divisions, cumbersome rules, and in-
ternal conflicts of interest, suddenly seemed hopelessly outdated and
incapable of coping with the crisis. One after another, European na-
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tions abandoned representative government and the rule of law and
adopted single-party dictatorships, in the hope that they could more
efficiently manage the Depression. With the exceptions of Britain,
Scandinavia, and France before 1940, all of interwar Europe embraced
authoritarianism, dictatorship, and/or fascism between 1925 and 1938.
The new governments usually maintained neutered parliaments that
were frequently overridden by “extraordinary measures” that concen-
trated power in the now-dictatorial executive.

The United States was not immune to this crisis of democratic con-
fidence. In the same week that FDR was inaugurated, the cover of the
Nation asked, “Do We Need a Dictator?” The magazine answered in
the negative, writing that “however stupid and frightened” Congress
might be, “if we muzzle Congress, muzzles for the rest of us will come
as a matter of course.” Other influential voices came to the opposite
conclusion. Barron’s magazine agreed that “even semi-dictatorships in
peace time are quite contrary to the spirit of American institutions,”
but conceded that “a genial and lighthearted dictator might be a relief
from the pompous futility” of Congress. The New Republic’s Walter
Lippmann advocated “strong medicine,” by which he meant a grant of
“extraordinary powers” to the incoming president to form a temporary
“soft dictatorship.” Visiting the president-elect in Georgia in February,
Lippmann argued that “the situation is critical, Franklin. You may have
no alternative but to assume dictatorial powers.”

Such was the conclusion of Germany’s new leader. Soon after his
installation as chancellor in January 1933, National Socialist Party
leader Adolf Hitler eliminated all opposition. Following the burning
of the Reichstag (parliament) in February, which was orchestrated by
the Nazis but blamed on the Communists, Hitler’s government issued
emergency decrees suppressing freedom of speech and assembly. Dur-
ing the spring, the Nazis passed the Enabling Act, which placed all
legislative power in Hitler’s hands, dissolved the trade unions, and
Nazified the universities and press. After the Nazi seizure of power,
American novelist Thomas Wolfe wrote, “Here was an entire nation —
infested with the contagion of an ever-present fear. It was a kind of
creeping paralysis which twisted and blighted all human relations.”

NOTHING TO FEAR

It was precisely this “unjustified terror” that FDR hoped to banish as
he assumed office. What the nation needed was action. He knew, as
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he had said in May 1932, that the country needed “bold, persistent ex-
perimentation. It is common sense to take a method and try it: If it
fails, admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something.”
The United States, he insisted in his inaugural address, “had nothing
to fear but fear itself”

The causes and consequences of the Great Depression remain top-
ics of energetic debate to this day. There is, however, general agree-
ment on two important points. First, despite the close sequence of
events, the Depression was not caused by the collapse of the stock
market in 1929. Second, there was a fundamental maldistribution of
income in the United States, which constrained consumer purchas-
ing power and limited economic growth during a moment of tran-
sition from an industrial economy to a broader consumer economy.
Whereas profits leapt annually by 9 percent during the 1920s, wages
rose only 1 percent. Agricultural regions remained poorer than urban
areas. Whether the metric was average income or indoor plumbing,
the South trailed the rest of the nation by a considerable margin.

Franklin Roosevelt understood that vast discrepancies in wealth
among citizens and regions could undermine democracy. Like his
cousin Theodore, FDR believed that government should play an active
role as agent of the public interest. His speechwriter Raymond Moley,
who wrote most of the president’s first inaugural address, recalled that
FDR had “a profound feeling for the underdog, a real sense of the criti-
cal imbalance of economic life, a very keen awareness that political
democracy could not exist side by side with economic plutocracy.” As
Roosevelt himself explained, “Our civilization cannot endure unless
we, as individuals, realize our responsibility to and dependence on the
rest of the world. . . . Without the help of thousands of others, any one
of us would die, naked and starved.” In the final analysis, he concluded,
“The progress of our civilization will be retarded if any large body of
citizens falls behind.”

Two types of citizens had fallen far behind by 1933: farmers and
industrial workers. The president promised in his inaugural address
to focus on both groups. The greatest task facing the country, he said,
was “to put people to work,” hinting that government employment
programs were in the offing. He promised to “raise the value of agri-
cultural products and with this the power to purchase the output of
our cities.” He called for “strict supervision of all banking and credits
and investments,” regulation of key industries, and cuts in government
spending. He announced that he was calling a special session of Con-
gress to address these issues.
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The speech ended on a rather ominous note that produced the most
sustained applause of the day. Should Congress prove unequal to the
task, Roosevelt said to cheers, “I shall ask the Congress for the one
remaining instrument to meet the crisis—broad Executive power to
wage a war against the emergency, as great as the power that would
be given to me if we were in fact invaded by a foreign foe.” He would
ask for the executive authority that Woodrow Wilson had exercised
to manage the economy some 15 years earlier. Americans who were
skeptical that Congress could meet the challenge seemed willing to
empower the president to make decisions on their behalf. An astute
journalist concluded, “America today literally asks for orders. Nobody
is much disturbed by the idea of dictatorship.”

100 DAYS: MONEY AND CROPS

Roosevelt issued two proclamations on March 3, the first full day of his
presidency. One called Congress into special session, and the other in-
voked the WWI-era Trading with the Enemies Act to halt transactions
in gold and declared a four-day national bank “holiday.”

The banking system was in full free fall by March 1933: 297 banks
had failed in the final months of 1932. As weak banks ran into trouble,
frightened depositors, anxious to protect whatever assets they had left,
withdrew holdings from other banks as well. One after another, state
governors called a halt to banking operations to prevent complete col-
lapse. The crisis accelerated in early 1933. By the first week of March,
16 states had declared bank holidays. On the morning of the inaugu-
ration, Illinois and New York, both financial hubs, shut their banks.
The Chicago Board of Trade shut its doors for the first time since 1848.

Working around the clock, a group of new Roosevelt appointees
(led by the so-called Brain Trust, professors poached from leading
universities) worked with Hoover holdovers in the Treasury Depart-
ment to craft new banking legislation. The House passed the Emer-
gency Banking Act unanimously, sight unseen; the Senate followed
suit with but seven dissenters. The president signed the law that eve-
ning, March 9, 1933.

Would Americans have enough confidence in the revised banking
system to leave their money in it? The night before the banks were to
reopen, tens of millions of Americans listened on the radio to Roose-
velt’s first “fireside chat,” in which the president explained the state of
the banks in everyday language and assured his listeners that “it is safer
to keep your money in a reopened bank than it is to keep it under the
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mattress.” Only a year earlier, Hoover had made a spectacularly unsuc-
cessful appeal to depositors not to hoard their cash. But on March 11,
1933, banks reopened quietly across the country, with deposits far out-
numbering withdrawals. Over the rest of 1933, only 221 banks failed.

The Glass-Steagall Banking Act of 1933 separated commercial
banks (those that take deposits and invest them) from investment
banks (those that raise capital for investors by issuing and selling secu-
rities, or stock), and created the Federal Deposit Insurance Corpora-
tion to guarantee deposits. A new securities law empowered the Fed-
eral Trade Commission (FTC) to supervise issues of new securities,
required each new stock to release a statement of relevant financial
information, and made company directors civilly and criminally re-
sponsible for misrepresentation.

Having stabilized the banking system, the administration turned to
federal finances. The Economy Act cut the wages of federal employees
and reduced veterans’ benefits to balance the budget, a conservative
move that raised howls from congressional Democrats. Capitalizing
on Congress’s repeal of the prohibition amendment, a new revenue
act generated additional federal funds by taxing the sale of beer and
wine. Already inclined toward lifting the economy through inflation,
the president took the United States off the gold standard, which al-
lowed the federal government to adjust the amount of money in circu-
lation by raising or lowering interest rates.

Convinced that raising farm purchasing power was essential to re-
storing general prosperity and recognizing that FDR owed both his
Democratic Party nomination and his general election victory to rural
western and southern voters, the administration crafted the Agricul-
tural Adjustment Act (AAA). At the heart of the law lay the Volun-
tary Domestic Allotment Plan, which offered financial incentives for
farmers to cut acreage and reduce output, thereby raising prices. The
program would be funded through a tax paid by the processors of agri-
cultural goods (such as those who milled grain and turned it into flour).
Although Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace and others were
pained by limiting production while people went hungry, the plan
worked as designed. Gross farm income rose 50 percent during Roose-
velt’s first term, crop prices climbed, and rural debts were reduced.

100 DAYS: MARKETS AND WORKERS

On May 12, 1933, for the first time in American history, Congress au-
thorized $500 million in direct federal relief for the unemployed.
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The Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) was designed
to distribute the aid through the agencies of the states. At its helm
was Harry Hopkins, an experienced social worker and shrewd politi-
cian who would be at Roosevelt’s side throughout the New Deal and
WWII. Hopkins also set up the Civil Works Administration (CWA), a
federal program that provided work at minimum wages. At its height,
the CWA employed over four million people, including 50,000 teach-
ers. CWA workers built or improved some 500,000 miles of roads and
40,000 schools, playgrounds, and athletic fields. The CWA pumped
one billion dollars of purchasing power into the flaccid economy, and
got the nation through the winter.

Near the end of the emergency session of Congress, the administra-
tion introduced its primary legislation to revive the economy: the Na-
tional Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA). Designed to stimulate produc-
tion of industrial and consumer goods and raise prices, the law allowed
representatives of the nation’s diverse industries to devise codes of
fair competition and permitted them to set prices—more or less what
antitrust laws had been devised to prevent. As a safeguard against mo-
nopoly, the codes had to be approved by the National Recovery Ad-
ministration (NRA), which transferred a great deal of power over the
economy from private to public hands.

NIRA regulated maximum hours and minimum wages, and af-
firmed the right of workers to form unions and engage in collective
bargaining. To jump-start the economy, Congress provided $3 billion
to develop the Public Works Administration (PWA) that would con-
tinue the work of FERA. From 1933 to 1939, the PWA helped construct
70 percent of America’s new schools; 65 percent of its courthouses,
city halls, and sewage plants; and 35 percent of the nation’s hospitals.
It helped build the Lincoln Tunnel in New York, linked Key West to the
Florida mainland, and underwrote new planes, submarines, and ships
for the army and navy.

In 1933, the Roosevelt administration used a WWlI-era electric
power plant on the Tennessee River to create the Tennessee Valley
Authority (TVA) as a public corporation to generate cheap, abundant
hydroelectric power. The TVA transformed the region and brought
its residents at long last into the contemporary world of radios, elec-
tric lights, and household appliances. In 1935, the Rural Electrification
Administration (REA) extended the TVA’s agenda to the rest of rural
America. These dramatic examples of state-promoted economic devel-
opment were sharply criticized as un-American, but their beneficiaries
were unconcerned about allegations of creeping socialism.
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The emergency legislation of the 100 Days was drafted almost en-
tirely by the executive branch and passed virtually unchanged by Con-
gress. The laws themselves expanded dramatically the number and
authority of federal agencies, thereby effectively transferring some
power from the legislative to the executive branch. But as historian Ira
Katznelson concluded, in the end “constitutional democracy was sus-
tained, if bruised.” In his second fireside chat on May 7, 1933, FDR re-
assured the public that there had been “no actual surrender of power.
Congress still retained its constitutional authority and no one has the
slightest desire to change the balance of these powers.” In a moment
of national crisis, the ultimate sovereignty of the people as represented
by Congress was upheld.

A Government of Humanity

Although financially secure, Franklin Roosevelt knew what it was to
be afraid and dependent. When he wasn’t in a wheelchair, FDR relied
on those who carried him. He felt particularly vulnerable in bed, and
worried that fire would break out while he was sleeping and he would
be unable to escape. He refused to lock his bedroom door, and prac-
ticed dropping from his bed to the floor and crawling to the threshold.

Roosevelt knew he could not banish fear or dependence. But he was
determined to provide a sense of safety, of predictability, of security,
for as many Americans as possible. FDR’s social vision was always in
plain view. “We are going to make a country,” he said to Secretary of
Labor Frances Perkins, “in which no one is left out.” A few days after
taking office, one New Deal administrator wrote in his diary: “This
should be a Gov’t of humanity.” This phrase does not describe an eco-
nomic recovery program: it describes structural reform of the govern-
ment. Reform, not relief, was the New Deal’s lasting legacy.

FORGING AN ECONOMIC CONSTITUTIONAL ORDER

Anyone looking for coherence in the New Deal is doomed to disap-
pointment. Like the president, the New Deal was ideologically incon-
sistent. As historian Daniel T. Rodgers remarked, it was “less a pro-
gram than a free-for-all of competing ideas and interests.” Claims
about the New Deal’s legacy are similarly contradictory: It was an as-
sault on economic liberty; it saved capitalism by limiting it. It was a tri-
umph for labor; it co-opted labor. It showed compassion for the poor
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and unemployed; it perpetuated the class and racial prejudices of the
white southerners who dominated the Democratic Party. The New
Deal remains a topic of hot debate and is arguably the defining mo-
ment of modern American politics.

The New Deal was not a response to the Depression, which was
already three years old by the time Roosevelt assumed office. It was,
rather, a response to the failed Republican recovery programs. How, in
the midst of chaos and confusion, did the New Dealers come up with
so many new policy proposals so quickly? The answer is, they didn’t.
Much of the New Deal agenda and policy proposals arose out of the
progressive past. Collective bargaining between labor and manage-
ment, minimum wage and maximum hours standards, old-age and un-
employment insurance, emergency work relief, rural electrification,
banking and securities regulation, and, especially, agricultural reform
all had roots in the Progressive Era. Furthermore, the Emergency
Banking Act was effectively the work of the Hoover administration.

Rather than reflecting innovation, the New Deal was the culmina-
tion of a generation of progressive proposals and ideas that had been
sidelined by WWI and the postwar conservative reaction. Remarking
on the United States’ status as a “welfare laggard” among industrial-
ized nations, one informed observer concluded in 1934 that Roose-
velt “sought with a passionate suddenness, to do, as it were over-
night, something akin to what the Liberal Government in England had
sought to do” before WWI. The president agreed. “In five years I think
we have caught up twenty years,” Roosevelt remarked in 1938, with his
mind on British social policy. “If liberal government continues over
another ten years we ought to be contemporary somewhere in the late
Nineteen Forties.”

It was never the goal of New Dealers to destroy capitalism. Like
late nineteenth-century reformers, their aim was to devolatilize capi-
talism and to distribute its benefits more evenly across the population.
The federal initiatives of the 100 Days were designed, observed NRA
director Donald Richberg, “to promote a more stable and more evenly
distributed prosperity,” to create, writes historian Ira Katznelson, “a
more vibrant and less unequal capitalism in a manner that would be
consistent with democratic values.”

What did this mean? What America needed, Roosevelt explained
in a major policy speech in 1932, was to rebalance the relationship be-
tween the economic rights of the individual and those of the collective.
What was needed, Roosevelt declared, was a new “economic constitu-
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tional order” in which property rights did not trump the rights of “per-
sonal competency” guaranteed by the Bill of Rights. In the view of the
New Dealers, it was the responsibility of government to maintain the
balance between individual and collective good, and that rather than
violating individual rights of liberty and property, government regula-
tion of the economy was the only way to protect them.

CHASING SECURITY

Hitler and Mussolini did not pose the only threat to American democ-
racy during the Depression. There were internal dangers as well. At
the top of that list was severe economic inequality and poverty, which
undermined democracy by eroding popular faith that the government
was by and for all the people. Noting the “well-nigh universal lack of
security” for millions of Americans, the sociologist Howard Odum
warned in 1935 that American democracy was at risk from the nation’s
“multiplied inequalities of opportunity for the majority of the people.”
Boston financier Joseph P. Kennedy warned in 1936 that “democracy
will not be safe for this country unless we constructively deal with

causes of dictatorships. . . . If our democracy is to survive the attacks
of dictatorship, whether open or veiled, we must solve the problem of
security.”

The president elaborated on this theme in a fireside chat in Sep-
tember 1934. Individual workers and citizens were impotent against
the organized power of “great aggregations of capital in enormous
industrial establishments,” with their outsized influence on the econ-
omy and politics. Such circumstances called for “the intervention of
that organized control we call government.” It was in great measure a
question of balance. The federal government, he concluded, was estab-
lished “to promote the general welfare,” and it is government’s “plain
duty to provide that security upon which welfare depends.”

There was no shortage of suggestions about how to achieve greater
security. Most came from people and parties to the political left of
Roosevelt. Although small in numbers, American Communists were
well organized and adept in street politics. Communist-organized
antihunger marches attracted large numbers of non-Communists, as
did the Communist Party’s national network of Unemployed Coun-
cils, which bargained with local governments for relief and helped
people fight evictions. As one worker in Chicago put it, “Even if they
are Communists, they are trying to help us help ourselves, and no one
else is doing that.”
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African Americans appreciated the Communists’ outspoken stand
against racism and the party’s defense of the Scottsboro Boys, nine
young black men falsely accused of raping two white women in Ala-
bama. While the party of Lincoln segregated black delegates to the
GOP convention behind chicken wire in 1928, the CPUSA ran a black
man, James Ford, for vice president. Always a presence but rarely a
player, Communists’ efforts won the party more gratitude than votes.

Of greater concern than the Communists to FDR was Huey P. Long,
the flamboyant senator from Louisiana, whose “Share Our Wealth”
movement went much further than any New Deal policy to constrain
business and redistribute wealth. Long’s plan called for confiscatory
taxes on fortunes worth more than one million dollars and guaranteed
every family an income of $5,000 per year. By 1935, there were thou-
sands of “Share Our Wealth” clubs across the country. Long’s presi-
dential ambitions were apparent from the first but ended suddenly
when he was assassinated by a political opponent. “The country,” re-
marked Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, “is much more radical
than the Administration.”

This radicalism was reflected in the 1934 congressional elections.
Normally, the party of the president loses seats in midterm elections.
But in 1934, the Democrats picked up 13 seats in the House and won
more than a two-thirds majority in the Senate. With only seven gov-
ernorships, less than one-third of Congress, and no popular leader,
the Republican Party for the moment was effectively eliminated from
national politics.

SOCIAL SECURITY

Before the New Deal, Americans did not look to the state to help them
out in hard times. Their social needs were met, if at all, by private or-
ganizations: churches, charities, ethnic associations, local branches
of political machines, and, occasionally, company unions. The De-
pression pushed millions of Americans already perched on the edge
of poverty into a state of catastrophic need. Addressing the needs of
these desperately vulnerable citizens was at the top of the Democrats’
agenda.

Flanked on one side by such conservative organizations as the Na-
tional Association of Manufacturers (NAM), which rejected govern-
ment subsidies to the poorand prescribed individual “thrift and denial”
as the answer to need, and on the other side by radical organizations
like EPIC (End Poverty in California) and the Communist Party,
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which called for confiscatory taxation and government-guaranteed
employment, the Roosevelt administration steered a course through
a narrow middle channel. Legend has it that Labor Secretary Frances
Perkins locked the President’s Committee on Economic Security in
her dining room with a bottle of whiskey and refused to let them out
until they had drafted social insurance legislation.

The Social Security Act, signed by FDR in August 1935, offered
government-sponsored security to workers for the first time in Ameri-
can history. This landmark measure established a permanent system
of compulsory insurance that included unemployment compensation,
old-age pensions, disability, and aid for disabled and dependent chil-
dren. Although the American Medical Association killed a proposed
individual health insurance provision, modest sums for public health
services survived. All these provisions had inspired but eluded pro-
gressives for a generation. This combined federal/state program came
to emblematize the essence of the New Deal, and has proved to be its
most enduring reform.

Because Social Security was financed through a regressive payroll
tax that capped both contributions and benefits, the program was only
minimally redistributive. Edwin Witte, the main architect of the law,
explained, “Only to a very minor degree does it modify the distribution
of wealth and it does not alter at all the fundamentals of our capitalist
and individualistic economy.” Nonetheless, Social Security promised
both a stable retirement to people who worked all their lives and at
least subsistence support in bad times.

At the same time, the law excluded many of the people who needed
help the most. At the insistence of southern congressmen, it denied
benefits to agricultural workers and domestic laborers, the very people
whose chronically low wages and irregular employment left them
among the poorest in the land. Because of this exclusion, almost a third
of all workingwomen and a majority of African American women and
Latinas were ineligible for both unemployment and pension benefits.
Likewise, instead of establishing a minimum national unemployment
benefit, the system again bowed to the South and authorized the states
to set the dollar level of unemployment benefits. The exclusion of agri-
cultural and domestic workers and the state control of unemployment
benefits protected what white southerners considered the “greatest
natural asset” of their region — the low-wage, low-tax regime that kept
the South competitive in the world of agriculture, manufacturing, and
industry—and the Jim Crow environment of state-sponsored racial
discrimination and inequality.
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LABOR RISING

Workers already frustrated by the unreliability of welfare capitalism in
the 1920s felt abandoned by their employers in the crisis of the Great
Depression as jobs disappeared, benefits were slashed, and the secu-
rity of families was undercut. Workers in industries that remained
profitable in the 1930s were particularly bitter. Between 1930 and
1933, for example, Chicago’s Armour & Co. made a profit of over $51
million and paid dividends of $23 million to stockholders —while cut-
ting meat-packers’ wages and benefits. Industrial workers blamed the
Great Depression on a capitalist system that had been manipulated
and corrupted by big businessmen until it was dangerously tilted in
their favor. Workers did not want to uproot capitalism so much as dis-
tribute its fruits more evenly and constrain its unpredictability.

Section 7(a) of the 1933 National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA)
ostensibly guaranteed labor’s right to collective bargaining and ener-
gized workers to address grievances accumulated over decades of un-
bridled industrialization exacerbated by four years of economic col-
lapse: low wages, arbitrary work rules, no job security, and no union to
address these problems. But if they honored 7(a) at all, most employers
established company unions, which were reliably pro-management.
When workers tried to establish their own unions, employers resisted,
sometimes savagely —encouraged, in part, by the government’s inde-
cisive enforcement of the law.

What can only be called open class warfare erupted across the
country in 1933 and 1934. In Toledo, Ohio, in May 1934, skittish na-
tional guardsmen fired into union ranks. After police killed two strik-
ing longshoremen in San Francisco in July, the leader of the Interna-
tional Longshoremen’s Association, Australian Harry Bridges, called
a general strike that turned the city into a ghost town for four days. In
Minneapolis, where “old stock” Yankees controlled the giant flourmills
and the railroads, a rabidly antilabor Citizens Alliance created a pri-
vate army to keep immigrant workers in place. When weary truckers
struck there, police fired on a crowd, killing 2 and wounding 67. Even
greater violence swept the textile industry that fall, from New England
to South Carolina, when the United Textile Workers struck to force
mill operators to honor the provisions of the Cotton Textile Code,
adopted under the NRA in July 1933. Beset by the police, the UTW
called off the strike in October, saying, “We won’t have our people
going up against machine guns.”

Events like these convinced a reluctant Roosevelt that labor needed
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more robust support from the state. In 1932, the Norris-LaGuardia
Act limited the authority of federal courts to issue injunctions against
strikers in labor disputes. More important, the Wagner National Labor
Relations Act of 1935 guaranteed labor’s right to organize in unions,
required employers to bargain with union representatives, and cre-
ated the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) to supervise union
elections and resolve disputes. The act prohibited a range of “unfair
labor practices” such as discrimination against union members, refusal
to bargain, and management sponsorship of company unions. When
the American Liberty League, an antilabor organization, insisted that
the Supreme Court would declare the act unconstitutional, many em-
ployers announced their intention to defy the new law.

TRIUMPH OF THE WILL

Along with a favorable political environment and an upturn in the
economy after 1935 that rendered employers vulnerable to strikes
and slowdowns, the Wagner Act invigorated the labor movement. As
one union organizer recalled, before the New Deal, laboring people
“thought of the government as somebody else’s. Part of the rich world’s
affairs.” The notion that government could do something for them was
“a sensational revelation. The sense of empowerment that came with
the Wagner Act was absolutely stunning.”

On the eve of the Wagner Act, 12 percent of nonagricultural workers
belonged to trade unions. By 1939, that number more than doubled,
from four million to eight million. Most striking was the remarkable
growth of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). Formed
in 1935 to organize the industrial workers excluded by the AFL, the
CIO quickly became a major force in politics and in labor. Led by the
flamboyant head of the United Mine Workers (UMW), John L. Lewis,
the CIO threw itself into organizing workers and reelecting FDR in
1936. CIO unions contributed more than $750,000 to the president’s
campaign—an enormous sum that helped replace the donations of
wealthy Democrats put off by the tenor of the New Deal.

The CIOs first organizing target was steel, a historic bastion of anti-
unionism. In 1892, a strike over recognition of the Amalgamated Asso-
ciation of Iron and Steel Workers was broken in a legendary confron-
tation at Homestead, Pennsylvania, in which 10 steelworkers died. For
the next 40 years, the “Steel Barons” defied labor organizers and even
federal authorities. Labor Secretary Frances Perkins was prevented
from speaking in Homestead’s public park in 1934.
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Already trending toward labor during the Depression, public opin-
ion stacked up higher behind workers after June 1936, when a Senate
Civil Liberties Committee led by Wisconsin’s Robert La Follette Jr.
exposed the criminal underside of corporate labor policies, including
infiltrating unions and spying on workers, personal intimidation, and
“armed thuggery” When Michigan governor Frank Murphy refused
to send troops to break a CIO sit-down strike in Flint, General Motors
reluctantly recognized the United Auto Workers (UAW) as the lawful
collective bargaining representative of its workers. Caught up in an
organizing campaign by its workers, US Steel, the largest steel manu-
facturer in the world, announced that it would recognize the Steel
Workers Organizing Committee (SWOC), a CIO-organized union.

Not everyone capitulated. On Memorial Day 1937, Republic Steel,
backed up by Chicago police, shot unarmed picketers, including
women and children, in the back. Caught on film, the Memorial Day
Massacre shocked everyone, including Chicago mayor Edward Kelly,
who promptly facilitated the unionization of the meat-packing indus-
try by threatening to shut off the water supply to Union Stockyards if it
failed to respect an NLRB election. By mid-1941, the NLRB had super-
vised some 6,000 elections involving nearly two million workers.

Industrial unionism proceeded with stunning speed. UAW member-
ship exploded from 88,000 at the end of the sit-down strike to 166,000
amonth later and over 200,000 by the end of 1937. Within two months
of US Steel’s capitulation, 300,000 men joined the SWOC. By August
1937, the 3.4 million members of the CIO outnumbered the ranks of
the AFL.

Workers who joined the New Deal coalition were incorporated into
American politics through the CIO and the Democratic Party. Rather
than turning workers against the political system, the Depression tied
workers more tightly to the state as they became voters and beneficia-
ries of government programs. Unlike in Germany, where mass poli-
tics helped destroy democracy, mass political participation in America
preserved democracy.

Balance

“The word that appears most frequently in the writings of New Deal
theorists is ‘balance,” writes William E. Leuchtenburg, the premier
historian of the era. “They believed that the best society was one in
which no important element held preponderant power.” Much of the
New Deal was designed to right an economic system that had listed
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so far to one side that it finally tipped over, and to curb the dispropor-
tionate power wielded by business and augment that of farmers and
industrial labor.

Addressing the national dimensions of the economic catastrophe
raised questions about another kind of balance: that among the various
branches of government, and between the federal government and the
states. The constitutionally prescribed boundaries of each were tested
by New Deal legislation and practices, with lasting and sometimes sur-
prising results.

THE SUPREME COURT AND THE NEW DEAL

Much of the New Deal legislation passed by Congress raised three dis-
tinct constitutional questions. First, to what extent can government,
state or federal, regulate private economic transactions? This was the
old “liberty of contract” issue of the Lochner era, when the court in-
validated a broad range of progressive legislation. Is it constitutional,
for example, for government to demand that employers pay their
workers a minimum wage?

Second, to what extent can the federal government constitutionally
regulate commercial activity? Under the Constitution, the national
government is a government of limited and specified powers. The
commerce clause of the Constitution empowers the federal govern-
ment to regulate “commerce among the several states.” Presumably,
the national government can prohibit certain goods (for example, lot-
tery tickets, which were then illegal in most states) from being shipped
across state lines. But can the national government regulate prices for
legal products within a state because those prices might affect prices
in other states? What is the limit of Congress’s power under the com-
merce clause?

Third, to what extent can Congress delegate its lawmaking authority
to the president? Can Congress constitutionally pass a law granting
the president or other executive agencies the power to make laws? Or
is that an unconstitutional abdication of congressional authority?

All three of these issues played an important role in the Supreme
Court’s initial assessment of the constitutionality of New Deal legisla-
tion. In a 5-4 vote in June 1934, the court held the Railroad Retirement
Act of 1934 unconstitutional on the grounds that whereas Congress
had power under the commerce clause to regulate the safety of rail-
roads that crossed state lines, it lacked authority to establish a compul-
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sory retirement and pension plan. Such a plan, the majority reasoned,
was too “remote from any regulation of commerce as such.”

The court’s unanimous decision in Schechter Poultry Corp. v. United
States (1935) invalidated the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA),
the conceptual centerpiece of the New Deal recovery programs, and
endangered NIRA’s implementation agency, the National Recovery
Administration (NRA). The NRA’s Live Poultry Code established a 40-
hour workweek and a minimum wage of 50 cents per hour, prohibited
child labor, established the right of employees to organize and bargain
collectively, and regulated a variety of trade practices. One issue in
Schechter was whether Congress had exceeded its power to regulate
interstate commerce and encroached on the authority of the states.

Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes acknowledged the dilemma
posed by the grave national crisis of the Depression and supported, in
principle, federal efforts to respond to the emergency. But, he wrote,
“extraordinary conditions do not create or enlarge constitutional
power.” Although Congress could constitutionally regulate intra-
state commerce when it directly affected interstate commerce (a doc-
trine that had been established at the end of the nineteenth century
in disputes involving railroad rates, safety regulations, and monopoly
control), he held that Congress could not constitutionally regulate
intrastate activity merely because it had an indirect effect on inter-
state commerce. The government argued that federal wage and hour
restrictions were necessary to prevent local businesses from under-
mining price structures across the nation, but the court rejected this
argument in Schechter, explaining that “it is not the province of the
Court to consider the economic advantages or disadvantages of a cen-
tralized [commercial economic] system. It is sufficient to say that the
Federal Constitution does not provide for it.”

JUDOCRACY

Although sharply divided, the court took a firm stand against govern-
ment efforts to regulate the economy. As Chief Justice Hughes had ex-
plained in Schechter, “If the commerce clause were construed to reach
all enterprises and transactions which could be said to have an indirect
effect upon interstate commerce, the federal authority would embrace
practically all the activities of the people and the authority of the State
... would exist only by sufferance of the federal government.” Such an
interpretation of the commerce clause, the court concluded, would
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undermine if not obliterate the federal system of government. The
court also held that the industrial “codes of fair competition” negoti-
ated by the NRA violated the constitutional separation of powers by
delegating legislative power to the executive branch —further under-
mining the ability of the administration to address the national eco-
nomic crisis. By the middle of the Depression, the court had struck
down hundreds of state and federal statutes designed to help manage
the economy.

The court continued its invalidation of New Deal legislation in
1936, holding the Agricultural Adjustment Act unconstitutional on the
grounds that the tax on processors that funded the crop limitation pro-
gram exceeded Congress’s taxing and spending authority. In dissent,
Justice Harlan Fisk Stone accused the majority of rampant judicial
activism, objecting that “courts are not the only agency of government
that must be assumed to have capacity to govern.” In this moment of
economic desperation, the Supreme Court replayed Progressive Era
arguments about the relationship of the courts to legislatures and the
executive branch.

Shortly thereafter, in Morehead v. New York ex rel. Tipaldo, the
court, in a 5-4 decision, invalidated a New York state minimum wage
law as an unconstitutional infringement on the liberty of contract. Jus-
tice Stone exploded: “There is a grim irony in speaking of the freedom
to contract of those who, because of their economic necessities, give
their services for less than is needed to keep body and soul together.”
The court’s other 1936 decisions had invalidated federal power in the
name of states’ rights. Tipaldo attacked the regulatory powers of the
states themselves. The president observed that the court had for all
purposes marked off a “no-man’s land where no Government— State
or Federal — can function.”

By 1936, battle lines had been drawn: Would the conservative jus-
tices of the Supreme Court, applying a controversial and highly activ-
ist judicial philosophy, continue to thwart governmental efforts to
fight the Depression? Supporters of the New Deal accused the court’s
conservatives of overreaching their constitutional authority. Alabama
Senator Hugo Black blasted the court’s conservatives for assuming the
right “to determine the reasonableness of State and Federal laws. The
Constitution never gave that majority any such power.” More than 100
laws were introduced in Congress to rebalance relations between the
legislative and judicial branches of government. Even Herbert Hoover
joined the cause, calling for a constitutional amendment to restore to
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the state and federal governments “the power they thought they al-
ready had.”

VINDICATED

To describe Franklin Roosevelt’s reelection on November 2, 1936, as
a triumph is an understatement. Running against Republican Alf Lan-
don, FDR took 61 percent of the popular vote and won the Electoral
College by a lopsided margin of 523 to 8. The Democrats increased
their majority in Congress, piling up 331 members of the House as op-
posed to the GOP’s 89. In the Senate, 12 freshmen Democrats had to
sit with the Republicans because there was not room for all 75 Demo-
crats on their side of the chamber.

Correctly viewing his smashing victory as popular ratification of
the New Deal, Roosevelt took on the one remaining obstacle to his
program: the Supreme Court. He proposed a judiciary reorganization
bill that would add a new judge to any federal court, including the
Supreme Court, whenever a judge on that court reached the age of
70 and failed to retire. At the time, six justices of the current court
were over the age of 70. What came to be called the “court-packing
plan” was a transparent effort to discipline and transform a conserva-
tive activist court into one more sympathetic to government regula-
tion of the economy.

Developed in secrecy and sprung on an unsuspecting Congress,
FDR’s court reorganization plan was denounced by nearly every-
one. Even Roosevelt’s supporters accused him of aggrandizing the ex-
ecutive branch at the expense of the judiciary. The president who in
1933 had spurned dictatorial powers when urged to accept them now
opened himself to charges of lawless despotism. The court-packing
plan was a public relations nightmare.

Meanwhile, the Supreme Court was considering the constitution-
ality of another rash of progressive laws, including the Social Security
Act and the NLRA. To everyone’s surprise, in West Coast Hotel v. Par-
rish, the justices, in a 5-4 vote, upheld a Washington state minimum
wage law that was effectively identical to the New York statute they
had overturned only a year earlier in Tipaldo. The shift of a single vote,
that of Justice Owen Roberts, had produced “the greatest constitu-
tional somersault in history.”

Soon after, in NLRB v. Jones and Laughlin, the same 5-4 majority
upheld the constitutionality of the federal Wagner Act and the Na-
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tional Labor Relations Board (NLRB). The turnaround was stunning.
“The Court,” wrote one constitutional scholar shortly afterward, “has
discarded the idea that the laissez-faire, noninterventionist concep-
tion of governmental action offers a feasible approach to the problem
of adapting the Constitution to the needs of the Twentieth Century,”
and come around to the view that “the National Government is entitled
to employ any and all of its powers to forward any and all of the objec-
tives of good government.”

As if this were not victory enough, within three years of the failed
court-packing plan, there was a wholesale turnover in the makeup of
the court. Roosevelt had the opportunity to appoint five new justices
of his own, starting with Hugo Black. The newly constituted court took
a much more restrained approach to its exercise of judicial review and
upheld a broad range of regulations of the economy by narrowing the
notion of liberty of contract, abandoning the prior court’s aggressive
prohibition on congressional delegation of authority to regulatory
agencies, and expanding the court’s understanding of Congress’s au-
thority under the commerce clause. It was, for Roosevelt and his band
of New Dealers, a vindication.

DEFENDING DIXIE

Many Americans, including solid New Dealers, were unsettled by the
court-packing plan. Among this group were powerful congressional
Democrats from the South, who worried about their own diminished
influence on the federal judiciary, which had thus far upheld Jim Crow.
The solidly Democratic South had been the bulwark of the Demo-
cratic Party since the disenfranchisement of black men in the 1890s.
But as growing numbers of voters in the North and West clambered
onto the Roosevelt bandwagon, they formed a “New Deal coalition”
that challenged the influence of the Solid South within the party. The
fastest-growing population groups in the United States, Catholic and
Jewish immigrants and their second-generation children, moved en
masse into the Democratic Party, as did African Americans in north-
ern and western cities. In 1934, Chicagoan Arthur W. Mitchell became
the first African American Democrat ever elected to Congress. The
African American migration from the party of Lincoln to that of FDR
was complete by 1938, when a Fortune poll revealed that 84.7 percent
of black respondents self-identified as pro-Roosevelt.

Southern Democrats held extraordinary power in Congress. The
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South’s restricted, disproportionately small, white electorate reelected
its Democratic representatives over and over, allowing them to amass
uncommon seniority, which gave them control over the most influen-
tial congressional committees and outsized influence in national af-
fairs. Practically speaking, southern Democrats held veto power over
the New Deal. No legislation on either economic affairs or race rela-
tions that was uncongenial to southerners could make it through Con-
gress.

This explains the exclusion of agricultural and domestic workers—
two-thirds of southern black workers—from Social Security and the
Wagner Act, as well as the local administration of national policies
such as the AAA, which allowed white landowners to pocket govern-
ment checks while driving black tenants and sharecroppers from the
land. It also explains the inability of northern Democrats to pass an
antilynching bill, or indeed any piece of civil rights legislation. Always
ready to repel federal assaults on “local institutions” such as segrega-
tion, disenfranchisement, and a racially discriminatory economic sys-
tem, southern Democrats rallied around the flag of “states’ rights.”
Despite NAACP protests and behind-the-scenes efforts by First Lady
Eleanor Roosevelt, a firm supporter of equal rights, the president con-
sidered his hands tied. If he alienated southern Democrats by support-
ing federal efforts to challenge Jim Crow, he explained, “they will block
every bill I ask Congress to pass to keep America from collapsing.”

The fight over a federal wages and hours law, the Fair Labor Stan-
dards Act of 1938, revealed the sectional schism within the Demo-
cratic Party and marked the end of the New Deal. Following a sharp
economic downturn in 1937, the Roosevelt administration pushed for
new legislation to regulate the conditions of labor. The FSLA prohib-
ited child labor and required industrial employers to adopt a 40-cent
hourly minimum wage and a maximum 40-hour workweek.

Southern Democrats objected to two aspects of the FLSA: its in-
clusion of agricultural laborers, and its refusal to differentiate between
black and white workers. Insisting that a black man should not be paid
the same wages as a white man, southern congressmen succeeded in
having agricultural workers and domestic laborers once again written
out of a federal labor law. Even this was not enough for the South,
whose representatives in Congress voted overwhelmingly against the
law. The Democratic coalition was shattered. With the aid of the GOP,
the FLSA was the last piece of New Deal legislation passed.
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ISOLATIONIST-IN-CHIEF

In his first inaugural address, Franklin Roosevelt announced that he
would “dedicate the Nation to the policy of the good neighbor.” In-
tended to apply worldwide, the Good Neighbor policy came to be as-
sociated primarily with the United States’ approach to Latin America.
Building on Hoover’s presumption of nonintervention, Roosevelt
agreed at the Seventh International Conference of American States
that no state had the right to intervene in another’s “internal or external
affairs.” He also endorsed liberalization of trade policy in the Ameri-
cas, although many New Deal measures, such as the NRA’s wage and
price-setting rules and the AAA’s efforts to raise agricultural prices,
depended on insulating the American economy from foreign competi-
tion. Roosevelt’s commitment to hemispheric self-determination was
tested when a conservative government in Cuba overthrew a junta that
had itself unseated the dictator Gerardo Machado. Rather than send
the Marine Corps, the United States sent economic aid.

Achieving balance in an era of tumultuous international relations
proved an elusive goal. As Germany violated the terms of the Versailles
Treaty through rearmament, civil war broke out in Spain between
constitutionalists and fascists, and Italy invaded Ethiopia, Americans
turned their backs on international affairs. In 1935, the Senate rejected
FDR’s proposal that the United States join the World Court. That same
year, Congress passed a series of neutrality acts that prohibited Ameri-
can arms sales, loans, and credits to nations at war. In 1936, reflecting
the opinion of a diverse and powerful peace movement centered in the
Midwest, Roosevelt announced that his primary foreign policy goal
was to “isolate” America from war. That same year, Germany reoccu-
pied the Rhineland in violation of the Versailles Treaty, and France did
nothing.

By July 1937 everything was unraveling. Having occupied Man-
churia in 1931, a vast area that included modern Korea (North and
South), Japan now struck south and captured the key cities of Beijing,
Tianjin, Shanghai, and Hangzhou, as well as the national capital, Nan-
jing (Nanking). In what came to be known as the Rape of Nanking,
Japanese troops rampaged through the city and its countryside, raping
thousands of women and beheading, bayonetting, and gunning down
as many as 200,000 Chinese civilians. When Japan bombed and sank
the American gunboat Panay in the Yangtze River outside Nanking
and strafed escaping survivors, the American response was avoidance,
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not engagement. “We should learn that it is about time for us to mind
our own business,” declared Texas Democrat Maury Maverick in the
House.

The Panay incident so incited pressure for American isolation that
73 percent of Americans supported Indiana Democrat Lewis Ludlow’s
campaign for a constitutional amendment that would require a na-
tional referendum before Congress could vote a declaration of war. Re-
sisted forcefully by the Roosevelt administration, the Ludlow Amend-
ment was defeated by a narrow margin of 209 to 188 in the House.
But it, like the Neutrality Acts, reinforced the reality of the political
and legal framework within which the president could conduct for-
eign policy. Close observers got the message. “Because of its neutrality
laws, America is not dangerous to us,” announced Hitler in April 1939.

*

By 1939, American capitalism had been recast through a wave of stat-
utes, and American government had demonstrated the capacity of
democracy to cope with momentous challenges without resorting to
dictatorship. Moreover, although southern blacks were still uniformly
disenfranchised, their brethren in the North and West, along with
industrial laborers throughout the nation, had been incorporated into
the American polity. Nowhere else in the world during the Great De-
pression did political participation expand rather than contract.

Not without reason did Franklin Roosevelt, running for an unprece-
dented third term as president, conclude with satisfaction in October
1940, “We have behind us eight terrible years of a crisis we have shared
with all countries. Here we are, and our basic institutions are still in-
tact, our people relatively prosperous, and most important of all, our
society relatively affectionate.”



FIGURE 6. Photograph by Dorothea Lange depicting a store owned by a Japanese
American in Oakland, California, March 1942. This “I am an American” sign ap-
peared on December 8, 1941, one day after Pear]l Harbor was bombed by the Japa-
nese. Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC, http://
www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2004665381.



CHAPTER 6

Assertion, 1938—1946

On the night of November 9, 1938, state-sanctioned anti-Jewish riots
broke out across Germany in retaliation for the murder of a German
diplomat in Paris by a Polish Jewish teenager. Over the course of a
few hours, 267 synagogues were burned or destroyed, 7,500 Jewish
businesses were vandalized or looted, and 91 people were killed. The
riots—dubbed Kristallnacht (Night of Broken Glass) in reference to
the window glass that littered the streets the next morning—marked
an intensification of Germany’s already brutal anti-Jewish policies.
Jews were arrested on a mass level and sent to concentration camps
such as Buchenwald, Dachau, and Sachsenhausen. Those with the re-
sources to leave suddenly did so. The combined German-Austrian im-
migration quota to the United States (27,370) was filled in 1939 for the
first time since the Nazis came to power. Tens of thousands more Ger-
man Jews fled to western Europe, Palestine, and Shanghai.

The following night in Rome, Italian physicist Enrico Fermi and his
wife, Laura, sat in their spacious apartment awaiting a phone call from
Stockholm. Over the radio they heard a new set of anti-Semitic “racial
laws” read that limited the civil status of Italian Jews. Jewish children
could not attend public school. Jewish teachers, including univer-
sity professors, were dismissed. Jewish lawyers, physicians, and other
professionals could practice their trades only with other Jews. Italian
Jews’ passports would be confiscated. The danger for people like Laura
Fermi was suddenly magnified, and she knew it.

When the call from Stockholm finally came, it was, as the Fermis
expected, to announce that Enrico had been honored with a Nobel
Prize for his groundbreaking work in nuclear and particle physics, in
particular his discovery of “slow neutrons” and their role in nuclear fis-
sion (splitting atoms). In December, the entire Fermi family journeyed
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to Stockholm for the award ceremony. They packed no more than was
necessary for a brief vacation, although a close observer might have
noticed that Enrico had a new, very expensive watch and that Laura
Fermi wore rather more jewelry than was tasteful, as well as a brand-
new beaver coat. Before leaving Rome, they had outfitted themselves
with the “émigré’s trousseau”: everything could be pawned for cash if
necessary. A more obvious signal that the Fermis did not intend to re-
turn to Rome was Enrico’s refusal to give the Fascist salute to the King
of Sweden. From Stockholm, the Fermis continued on to New York,
where Enrico joined fellow émigré physicist Leo Szilard, a Hungarian
Jew who had fled Germany in 1933, at Columbia University.

While still in Germany, Szilard had theorized a nuclear chain re-
action in which fission could be controlled, producing a steady stream
of energy typified by today’s nuclear power reactors, and in which
it could not be controlled —in which case it would explode. In 1939,
Danish physicist Niels Bohr traveled to Princeton to discuss with
Albert Einstein German scientists’ success in splitting uranium and, in
the process, transforming mass into energy in precisely the way Ein-
stein had theorized it might be done in 1905 (e = mc?). Alarmed by the
possibility that the Nazis might succeed in building an atom bomb,
Einstein and Szilard wrote a letter to Franklin Roosevelt describing
the race to split the atom and the uses to which atomic fission could
be put. In the summer of 1942, the Manhattan Project was formed,
and Fermi and Szilard moved to the University of Chicago. There, on
December 2, 1942, Fermi and his team succeeded in taming atomic
power through a self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction. University of
Chicago physicist Arthur Compton placed a long-distance call to his
colleague James B. Conant at Harvard, chairman of the National De-
fense Research Committee. “The Italian navigator has landed in the
New World,” he said “How were the natives?” asked Conant. “Very
friendly,” replied Compton.

Not everyone was received so warmly as Fermi by the New World —
whether that new world was atomic or simply American. Not long after
Fermi left Italy, for example, more than 9oo German Jewish refugees
refused entry by Cuba were left stranded on the SS St. Louis and re-
turned to Europe after American officials refused to receive them. But
for many, America was a haven from terror. Many of these newcomers
would contribute enormously to the war effort; some of these contri-
butions, like Fermi’s, would catapult the United States to a position of
global dominance utterly unimaginable in 1938 even as they forced re-
consideration of the nation’s core values.
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Entangling Alliances

America’s fundamental foreign policy position was one of distance and
diplomacy. This worked well enough until another nation called the
bluff, which Japan did in 1931 when it occupied Manchuria. A string of
Japanese incursions into Chinese territory followed, and six years later,
on July 7, 1937, Japanese and Chinese troops clashed at the Marco Polo
Bridge near Beijing. What Japan called “the China Incident” devolved
into full-scale war and was, in fact, the beginning of World War II in
Asia—a full two years before the German invasion of Poland ignited
the war in Europe.

None of the WWI Allies could stomach war. This aversion to mili-
tary force was not simply a failure of the leadership class: it reflected
popular opinion. A 1937 Gallup poll in the United States found that 94
percent of respondents favored efforts to avoid war to efforts to pre-
vent war. “What the majority of the American people want,” wrote the
Nation magazine, “is to be as un-neutral as possible without getting
into the war.”

NOT OUR PROBLEM

In the fall of 1938, Hitler, fresh from his forced annexation of Austria
that spring, turned on Czechoslovakia. One of the small nations formed
out of the remnants of the Habsburg Empire at the end of WWI, multi-
ethnic Czechoslovakia was home to three million German-speakers,
housed mostly in the prosperous western region known in German
as the Sudetenland. Czechoslovakia was, theoretically, shielded by a
treaty of protection with France.

Hitler was determined to destroy the country he called “a French
aircraft-carrier in the middle of Europe.” In two meetings in Munich
in September 1938, the leaders of Britain, France, and Italy acquiesced
to Germany’s demand for the Sudetenland. British prime minister
Neville Chamberlain’s announcement that the Munich accords had
guaranteed “peace in our time” was received skeptically by Franklin
Roosevelt, who was hamstrung by an isolationist Congress and ex-
cluded from negotiations. As historian Robert Divine concluded in
1965, “American isolation had become the handmaiden of European
appeasement.”

American indifference to the growing Nazi menace was matched
by anti-immigrant sentiment that prevented German Jews from enter-
ing the United States. The restrictive 1924 National Origins Act had
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no category for refugees or mechanism to offer asylum to victims of
political or religious persecution. There was no incentive for Congress
to tamper with this law. More than 80 percent of American Christians
and an astonishing 25 percent of American Jews opposed the admis-
sion of more European refugees in mid-1939 —after Kristallnacht, after
Vienna’s Jews had been set to work cleaning the streets on their hands
and knees, after the acquisition by force of all of Czechoslovakia in
March 1939.

Such attitudes were explained at the time by fear of unemploy-
ment and were later excused by invoking ignorance and blaming the
press. Determined not to offend the German regime, both the United
States government and leading American newspapers and magazines
adopted a circumspect stance toward Nazi racism. Venues owned and
operated by whites like the New York Times and Life magazine were
disengaged and skeptical about Nazi anti-Jewish policies.

African American papers, on the other hand, reported early and
often on Nazi racism. Papers like the Chicago Defender and the Balti-
more Afro-American (each of which had a national readership) saw
an opportunity to make fascism synonymous with racism and to tie
democracy to nondiscrimination. Establishing the first half of this
equation was increasingly easy, particularly after passage of the 1935
Nuremburg Laws regulating and restricting German Jewish life,
which leading Nazis and the African American press both pointed
out were modeled on Jim Crow statutes. The argument that the de-
fense of democracy demanded the demise of racism became, in time,
a powerful justification for the war and the conditions under which it
was fought.

As 1939 advanced, war seemed irresistible. On April 9, a few days
after Italy invaded Albania, Britain introduced conscription. France
and England sent out feelers to the Soviets, to no avail. On August
23, Germany and the Soviet Union announced that they had signed
a mutual nonaggression pact. For the Germans, the Nazi-Soviet pact
eliminated the danger of a two-front war (until they were ready to in-
vade the Soviet Union, as intended). In a secret protocol, the Soviets
gained half of Poland, the Baltic states, and part of Finland and Bes-
sarabia (Moldova). More importantly, they gained time to prepare
themselves for the expected German invasion. The last days of August,
wrote Assistant Secretary of State Adolph Berle, “produced almost
exactly the sensation you might have waiting for a jury to bring in a
verdict on the life or death of about ten million people.” Berle turned
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out to be off by a factor of seven —but he could not have foreseen the
global conflagration set in motion by Germany’s invasion of Poland on
September 1, 1939.

BLITZKRIEG, SITZKRIEG, AND SITTING ON HANDS

The awesome Blitzkrieg, or “lightening war,” of mechanized tanks and
precision bombers waged by the Germans against the Poles gave way,
in late September, to a six-month long Sitzkrieg, or “sitting war,” in
which the Wehrmacht lay idle rather than turn its guns west. All re-
mained quiet on the western front, as the British and French allowed
Germany to destroy Poland without having to defend its western bor-
ders. American isolationists sneered at the “phony war” declared by
England and France on September 3, and made it politically impos-
sible for the president to take any actions inconsistent with his pro-
nouncement that “the United States will keep out of this war.”

The Sitzkrieg ended abruptly in April 1940. With breathtaking
speed, German troops occupied Denmark and Norway. In England,
Neville Chamberlain was replaced by Winston Churchill as prime
minister on May 10, the same day that German bombers flattened the
core of Rotterdam and airborne troops descended on Holland, Bel-
gium, and Luxembourg. Four days later, 1,800 German tanks cata-
pulted through the dense Ardennes forest, north of the fortified Magi-
not Line that was supposed to protect France. Within a matter of
weeks, the Wehrmacht stormed across the border, swept the French
Army and the British Expeditionary Force into the sea at Dunkirk, im-
posed an armistice on France, and welcomed Hitler in a triumphant
parade in Paris.

Thanks to the combined effort of the British navy and seagoing civil-
ians, more than 300,000 troops were rescued from Dunkirk. But “the
whole equipment of the Army,” lamented Churchill, including 120,000
vehicles and 90,000 rifles, was abandoned. Provisioning the British
became a top priority for Roosevelt, particularly after the Battle of
Britain, the first major military campaign to be fought entirely by air
forces, began in June 1940. The Neutrality Act of 1939 finally lifted an
arms embargo, but the “cash and carry” provision from the Neutrality
Act of 1937 remained: England had to pay cash for whatever it needed,
and transport it from the United States via its own ships. (Theoreti-
cally, Germany could also have bought US goods under the provisions
of “cash and carry,” but as in WWI, Britain controlled the Atlantic.)
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Slowly, the United States inched out from under its isolationist hood
of the 1930s. The Neutrality Acts of 1935 and 1937 were repealed, and
American citizens and ships were barred from entering war zones.

As the Luftwaffe shifted from attacking airfields to terror bomb-
ing civilians in London, Roosevelt—who was then campaigning for an
unprecedented third term as president—stretched his executive au-
thority to the maximum and authorized the transfer of 50 destroyers to
Britain. The ultra-isolationist Chicago Tribune denounced the transfer
as an act of war. Churchill agreed cheerfully that it was “a decidedly
unneutral Act.”

Just as the French had hoped the Belgians would bear the brunt of
any war with Germany, and England had hoped to shield itself behind
France, so the United States expected Britain to repel the Nazis while
Americans remained secure on their side of the Atlantic. From the fall
of 1940 through December 7, 1941, Britain did everything it could to
draw the Americans into the fray, and the United States did all it could
to keep the British fighting without joining the war itself.

SELF-PRESERVATION

As Britain ran short of dollars in late 1940, FDR questioned the wis-
dom of “cash and carry.” In a memorable news conference on Decem-
ber 17, Roosevelt argued that the best defense of America was to help
Britain defend itself, and posited that it would be counterproductive
to refuse to sell arms to Britain if it could not muster the cash. Sup-
pose, he put it to the reporters gathered at the White House, that your
neighbor’s house caught fire, and you had a garden hose on hand.
Would you say to your neighbor that you spent $15 on that hose, and
he’d have to pay you before he could use it? Of course not! The flames
endangered your home, too. You would lend him the hose. If it came
through the fire all right, he would give it back to you; if it were ruined,
he’d buy you another. Either way, the fire would be out, both houses
would be saved, and you’d have your hose at the end of the day.

Two weeks later, the president embroidered on this homely message
in a fireside chat. “If Great Britain goes down,” he explained, “the Axis
powers will control the continents of Europe, Asia, Africa, Australasia,
and the high seas—and they will be in a position to bring enormous
military and naval resources against this hemisphere.” To prevent this,
America had to have “more ships, more guns, more planes—more of
everything. . .. We must be the great arsenal of democracy.”
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Given the persistent isolationism of congressional Republicans,
revving up the armament industry was the best Roosevelt could do at
this time. To get the ships and guns and planes to the Allies, the presi-
dent proposed a lend-lease bill in his annual message to Congress in
January 1941. Formally titled An Act to Promote the Defense of the
United States, the bill allowed for the transfer of war materiel without
payment. The president presented lend-lease as vital to the defense of
the “four essential human freedoms” he pledged to secure: freedom of
speech and of religion, and freedom from want and from fear.

What quickly became known as the Four Freedoms tied America’s
war aims to the New Deal and became the basis of Anglo-American
cooperation. In August 1941, FDR and Churchill announced their
common “hopes for a better future” and issued the Atlantic Charter.
Disclaiming territorial ambitions, the two leaders highlighted their be-
lief in “the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under
which they will live,” declared their support for “improved labor stan-
dards, economic advancement, and social security” in all nations, ex-
pressed their desire for people everywhere to “live out their lives in
freedom from want and fear,” and supported “a wider and permanent
system of general security” for the world. On New Year’s Day 1942 the
United States, along with the Soviet Union (which had switched sides
in June after the Germans finally invaded), Britain, China, Canada, and
21 other nations pledged to uphold the Atlantic Charter principles and
to “preserve human rights and justice in their own lands as well as in
other lands” by signing the Declaration of the United Nations.

RISING SUN

Dependent on others for oil and other raw materials and foodstuffs,
the island nation of Japan saw no reason why it should not join the
ranks of imperial nations and establish colonies to supply necessities
and provide a market for Japanese manufactures. France had Indo-
china (Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos), did it not? America had the
Philippines. England had Burma and India. Why should not Japan have
part of China? Why not make good on the Japanese slogan “Asia for
the Asians”? The southern Pacific was a place where 800,000 Dutch,
English, and French controlled 450 million Asians in Indonesia, the
Philippines, Malaysia, and India. Japan wanted to replace these colo-
nial overlords with its own people.

In 1937, Japan invaded the Chinese province of Manchuria and
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settled it with a half million Japanese colonists. The United States re-
fused to recognize the new Japanese government, and Chinese resis-
tance remained strong enough to embarrass and annoy Tokyo. In the
summer of 1940, Japanese troops landed in southern Indochina. On
September 27, 1940, Japan signed the Tripartite Pact with Germany
and Italy; each pledged to declare war on any nation that attacked any
of them. By the summer of 1941, Japan had established a protector-
ate over all of French Indochina. Certain that Japan intended to use
Indochina as a springboard for further conquests, President Roosevelt
froze Japanese assets in the United States and restricted oil exports. He
also merged the armed forces of the Philippines with the Army of the
United States, and put its commander, General Douglas MacArthur, in
charge of American forces in East Asia.

Sunday, December 7, 1941, dawned beautiful and still on the
Hawai’ian island of Oahu. After weeks of unsuccessful diplomatic
efforts to convince the United States to allow Japan a free hand in
China, the new Japanese premier Hideki Tojo determined to attack
the American naval installation at Pearl Harbor. The Americans were
caught entirely off guard. While officers who had dashed off for a relax-
ing round of polo struggled to return to their men, Japanese bomb-
ers pummeled the Pacific Fleet. Of the eight battleships anchored in
Pearl Harbor, three were sunk, one was grounded, another capsized,
and the rest were damaged severely. At nearby Hickam Field, close
to 200 American planes, parked wing to wing and unable to become
airborne, were picked oft by Japanese fliers like fish in a barrel. By
the time it was over, 2,403 men were dead, including 1,103 entombed
in the USS Arizona, which sank immediately when hit in its forward
magazine. Another 1,178 soldiers and civilians were wounded.

For all its power, the Japanese attack at Pear]l Harbor was not an un-
varnished success. First, they chose not to return later that day to at-
tack the oil tanks and machine shops that supported the Pacific Fleet.
More consequentially, by providence or kind fortune, the American
aircraft carriers normally docked at Pearl Harbor were out to sea that
morning, and so survived to fight another day. This fact would prove
decisive in May 1942, when American planes routed the Imperial Japa-
nese Navy at the Battle of Midway Island and initiated the Yanks’ slow
progress west toward Japan. But this lay in the future as Pear]l Har-
bor smoldered. On December 8, President Roosevelt signed the con-
gressional declaration of war on Japan. That same day, Japanese forces
spread through the South Pacific. Within days, Hong Kong, Guam,
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and Wake Island fell. On December 11, Germany and Italy (playing, as
usual, “the role of jackal to Hitler’s lion”) brought things full circle by
declaring war against the United States.

Mobilizing for War

Once it had joined the battle, the United States threw all its consider-
able might behind the war effort. A generation that had been unem-
ployed its entire working life was anxious to get the war effort roll-
ing. Draft-age men suddenly found themselves inducted or employed.
Women exchanged aprons for overalls and went to work in shipyards
and airplane factories. Through the creation of war industries and an
overnight military buildup, the federal government ignited the smol-
dering Depression economy and put the country back to work.

THE GROSS NATIONAL PRODUCT WAR

There are two ways for governments to pay for anything: they can in-
crease revenue or they can borrow money. The president preferred to
raise taxes; Congress preferred to take on debt. They compromised in
the Revenue Act of 1942, which raised only a modest amount of money
but universalized the federal tax structure by making everyone a tax-
payer for the first time. Most of the war was paid for through loans to
the federal government that were repackaged and sold to citizens as
war bonds. Bond sales increased the national debt, but also soaked up
purchasing power, which helped keep inflation in check. Government
spending on the military began, at last, to lift the American economy
out of the depression that had plagued it for a decade. All in all, war-
time manufacturing and government spending more than doubled the
gross national product between 1940 and 1945, from $100 billion to
$214 billion.

War industries clustered on the peripheries—along the East and
West Coasts, the Gulf Coast, and the Great Lakes. The greatest inter-
nal migration in American history took place between 1940 and 1950,
as roughly eight million people moved to that portion of the country
soon to be known as the Sunbelt. By 1943, Los Angeles was second
only to Detroit in industrial activity.

One result of the mass migration of war workers was the expan-
sion of African American communities in cities that had negligible
numbers of blacks before Pearl Harbor. The black populations of Oak-
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land, Los Angeles, and San Diego tripled. Seattle’s black population
expanded tenfold, from 4,000 to 40,000. The Hispanic population
swelled as well, as the Bracero Program, created by the federal gov-
ernment in 1942, imported Mexican farm workers to fill the agricul-
tural jobs vacated by the new war workers.

Over six million women entered the workforce during the war.
For the first time, married women outnumbered single women in the
workforce. They were not secretaries, either: they were plumbers,
toolmakers, machinists, welders, blacksmiths, even lumberjacks.
By 1944, women made up 14 percent of all workers in shipbuilding
and 40 percent in aircraft plants. Women served in the military as
well: 240,000 women served in the Women’s Army Corps (WAC)
and the US Navy’s Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Ser-
vice (WAVES), 23,000 served in the Marine Corps Women’s Reserve
(MCWR), and 13,000 enlisted in SPARS (Coast Guard Women’s Re-
serve). Crucially, another 76,000 served as army or navy nurses in all
the major theaters of the war.

The American “production miracle” that produced 40 percent of
all the world’s arms by 1944 was the result of a national talent for mass
production combined with a preference for quantity over quality.
While the Germans focused on improving the quality and variety of
weapons, and refused to allow women to work in war industries, the
Americans called on all hands and focused on production organization
and economies of scale. Once revved, the engines of war production
sent forth a dizzying number of ships, trucks, tanks, rifles, and bullets.

The United States was the only nation that managed to build a war
economy on top of a consumer economy. A few goods were rationed —
coffee, sugar, meat, tires, gasoline—but overall Americans had never
had it so good. This home front experience was in marked contrast
to that in Britain or the Soviet Union. In Britain, personal consump-
tion shrank by nearly a quarter. Rationing did not end there until 1954.
After the German invasion, the Russians were forced to fight from a
diminishing economic base; every step west taken by the Red Army
was underwritten by calamitous civilian sacrifices.

Americans sacrificed at home, too, but on a completely incommen-
surate scale. With beef rationed, enterprising housewives searched
for alternative sources of protein. “Peanut butter carrot loaf” was one
mother’s nutritious if much-maligned invention. Urged to supplement
his diet with game, one food writer turned poetic: “Although it isn’t /
Our usual habit, / This year we’re eating / The Easter Rabbit.”
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WHY WE FIGHT

It was not immediately apparent to many African Americans why they
should risk their lives fighting for a nation seemingly indifferent to its
own core principles. Harry Carpenter of Philadelphia was arrested for
treason when he remarked in public that the war was “a white man’s
war and it’s no damn good.” Why should black Americans support the
war while Jim Crow reigned at home?

This was a question that had been asked and answered during the
First World War. Now, as then, black Americans agreed to fight for
their country because they saw the war as part of their own struggle
to gain access to democracy. Determined not to let the opportunity
of wartime change slip away, America’s leading civil rights organiza-
tions exhorted, “Now is the time not to be silent about the breaches in
democracy in our own land.” To this end, African Americans added
a fifth freedom —freedom from segregation—to the Four Freedoms
already denominated by Roosevelt. The Pittsburgh Courier dubbed this
binding of local and national interests the “Double V” campaign — for
victory at home and abroad.

Victory abroad was more easily defined than victory at home. In the
long run, African Americans wanted what they had demanded since
emancipation: equal rights before the law. In immediate, concrete
terms, black leaders wanted an end to segregation in the government,
including the military, and equal access to employment in war indus-
tries. The army managed somehow not to call a single African Ameri-
can in the first selective service requisition after Pearl Harbor. Black
volunteers were assigned to segregated noncombatant units. The navy
accepted a handful of blacks as cooks and stewards. The elite air and
marine corps were entirely off-limits to nonwhites. This did not satisfy
the NAACP, whose journal the Crisis lectured that “a jim crow army
cannot fight for a free world.”

The war industries were, if anything, worse than the armed forces.
Not one of the booming shipyards on the Gulf Coast employed even a
single black welder; black workers wielded brooms, but not drills, in
Detroit’s aircraft factories. A. Philip Randolph, the leader of the most
influential African American union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car
Porters, had spent the Depression years arguing in favor of black unity
and organization. In the spring of 1941, he denounced the national de-
fense as corrupted by “race prejudice, hatred, and discrimination,”
and called on black America to “march 10,000 strong on Washing-
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ton, D.C.” to demand the “Right to Work and Fight for Our Coun-
try.” After a face-off with Randolph at the White House, the president
finally relented, and issued Executive Order 8802, which stipulated
equal hiring practices in defense industries but did not desegregate
the armed forces. To administer the order, Roosevelt created the Fair
Employment Practices Committee (FEPC).

Endowed with investigatory but not enforcement power, the FEPC
illuminated but was unable to alter the racially stratified war economy.
FEPC hearings on wartime industrial practices crystallized white
opposition to the African American war agenda in the South, where
war industry and military bases clustered. For white southerners, the
FEPC represented a clear federal response to black political power—
which was reason enough to despise it. No other federal agency, either
during the war or after it, elicited such passionate support, on the one
hand, and loathing, on the other.

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Military bases and defense factories became sites for the reassertion
of white supremacy. In January 1942, white MPs and civilian police
wounded 21 black soldiers and killed 10 in a riot in Alexandria, Louisi-
ana. In Mobile, Alabama, white workers rioted when a shipbuilder
promoted a handful of black welders. All in all, wartime America saw
6 civilian race riots, more than 20 military riots and mutinies, and be-
tween 40 and 75 lynchings. As Howard Donovan Queen, a black offi-
cer in the Regular Army who eventually rose to the rank of colonel,
recalled years later, “The Negro soldier’s first taste of warfare in World
War II was on army posts right here in his own country.”

The most exceptional and the most common violent outbursts con-
cerned control over public space. Detroit (known as the “Arsenal of
Democracy” for its massive war industry) witnessed both the mun-
dane and the spectacular. In April 1943, more than a hundred Detroit
teenagers of both races duked it out on a municipal playground. Three
months later, a hot summer day’s worth of individual fights on Belle
Isle touched off four days of rioting in which Detroit’s white police offi-
cers killed 17 of the 25 African American victims.

Not every black soldier was jolted into militant opposition to Jim
Crow by WWII, but many became determined to assert their politi-
cal, as well as their economic, rights. They were aided by the Supreme
Court, which ruled in 1944 in Smith v. Allwright that the South’s sys-
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tem of racially restrictive primary elections violated the Fifteenth
Amendment.

Smith v. Allwright posed a clear threat to the South’s segregated
society. As the New York Times editorialized approvingly, Smith put
America “a little closer to a more perfect democracy, in which there
will be but one class of citizens.” Thurgood Marshall, who argued the
school desegregation cases before the court a decade later, consid-
ered the white primary decision his most important victory. Smith v.
Allwright did not herald the dawn of African American enfranchise-
ment: it would be another 20 years before a majority of black south-
erners were able to exercise the right to vote without fearing for their
lives and livelihoods. But in a context of heightened African Ameri-
can activism and a wartime ideological environment in which racism
was increasingly suspect, the court’s decision endorsed and enhanced
black power in a moment of national political transition. By the end of
the war, a majority of white Americans agreed with the sentiment that
“men who faced bullets overseas deserve ballots at home,” and that
black disenfranchisement reflected “the hateful ideologies” that the
nation opposed in WWIL.

World War IT changed the course of American race politics, as the
fight against fascism shifted the terms of the debate about segrega-
tion in America, and racial minorities challenged white supremacist
assumptions and institutions. Progress on this front was halting, how-
ever, and marked by wholesale retreats: as when the government in-
terned 120,000 of its own citizens, thereby falling, in the words of
Supreme Court Justice Frank Murphy, into “the ugly abyss of racism.”

“ILL-ADVISED, UNNECESSARY, AND CRUEL”:
JAPANESE AMERICAN INTERNMENT

As America pivoted onto a war footing, Attorney General Francis
Biddle was determined to avoid the excesses of WWI, when nearly
12,000 legal aliens and naturalized citizens were deported under the
Alien Act of 1918. The attorney general’s calm was eroded at the end
of January 1942 by a report suggesting that Hawai’i-based espionage
agents had assisted the Japanese at Pear] Harbor. Rumors began to fly:
of ship-to-shore radio communications (denied by the FBI), of sub-
marine attacks along the coast.

In February, General John L. DeWitt, chief of the US Army’s West-
ern Defense Command, demanded complete evacuation of Japanese
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Americans from the West Coast. Secretary of War Henry Stimson sup-
ported DeWitt, but worried that singling out Japanese Americans on
the basis of “racial characteristics” while ignoring Germans and Italians
would “make a tremendous hole in our constitutional system.” DeWitt
was unburdened by such concerns. “A Jap’s a Jap,” he announced. “It
makes no difference whether he is an American citizen or not.”

On February 19, 1942, President Roosevelt signed Executive Order
9066, which authorized the War Department to exclude “any and all”
persons from prescribed military areas. Attorney General Biddle pro-
tested that the order was “ill-advised, unnecessary and unnecessarily
cruel,” but the president ignored him. Under the order, 120,000 Japa-
nese Americans —two-thirds of them citizens, one-third under the age
of 19 —were removed from their homes on the Pacific coast and trans-
ferred to camps east of the Sierra Nevada mountains. The first evacu-
ees arrived at Manzanar, a dried-up lake bed in east-central California,
in June 1942. The camp was enclosed by barbed wire fencing punc-
tuated by guard towers, machine-gun installations, and searchlights.

Since it was admitted by the government that none of the intern-
ees had committed a crime, the War Relocation Authority had to
devise some other reason for the camps. The answer arrived at was
assimilation. In the circular logic of the WRA, cultural assimilation
was both a measure of Japanese American loyalty and productive of
it. WRA officials discouraged the use of the Japanese language, the
practice of non-Christian religion, and (nondemocratic) kinship struc-
tures of community leadership. Photographer Ansel Adams, famous
for his black-and-white pictures of Yosemite National Park, captured
high school students at Manzanar dressed in all-American bobby socks
and saddle shoes. “Manzanar is only a detour on the road to American
citizenship,” Adams intoned —forgetting, apparently, that the young
people at Manzanar had been born in the United States and were al-
ready citizens.

The decision to intern Japanese Americans was the president’s,
but responsibility for the nullification of citizenship rights for some
70,000 Japanese Americans lay ultimately with their fellow citizens
and the courts. Unwilling to challenge the state in wartime, even
groups founded to fight discrimination such as the NAACP remained
silent about this grave violation of civil liberties. The courts did not dis-
tinguish themselves either. In Hirabayashi v. United States (1943) and
Korematsu v. United States (194 4), the Supreme Court upheld a curfew
on enemy aliens and citizens of Japanese descent, and the exclusion
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and evacuation of Japanese Americans from the Western Command of
the US Army. Yet Korematsu enunciated a limiting principle that would
guide civil rights legislation for a generation: that classification and
discrimination based on race may be legitimate (particularly in war-
time), but was “immediately suspect” and should be subject to “the
most rigid scrutiny” by the court. If it were true, as Justice Frank Mur-
phy charged in dissent, that Korematsu allowed for the “legalization
of racism,” then the concept of “heightened scrutiny,” if strenuously
applied, could work as a powerful check in the future against racially
discriminatory laws.

War without Mercy

In the Second World War, the most destructive and far-reaching con-
flict in history, 400,000 Americans lost their lives. Those lives were
lost on two battlefronts separated by 10,000 miles—an ironic conclu-
sion to the isolationist insistence on hemispheric independence. After
1942, America inched its way into the war in Europe, testing the waters
of the Mediterranean before launching a massive assault across the En-
glish Channel in June 1944. Attacked head-on by the Japanese in the
Pacific, however, the United States threw everything it had at the Im-
perial Japanese Army. The knockout punch to that fight set the world
spinning, and established the United States, already the political and
economic front-runner, as a principal global power.

THE WAR IN EUROPE

America’s oceanic blanket insulated the nation from an invasion, but
it was a severe handicap when it came to moving men and material
to the fields of battle. To fight the Nazis, the United States had to ship
everything from oil and food to airplanes and men across the Atlantic.
In order to do that, ships had to get past the German U-boats (sub-
marines) that patrolled the ocean highways of the Atlantic. Outside of
Pearl Harbor, Americans’ first taste of war came in their own eastern
coastal waters, where the Nazis picked off tankers in New York Har-
bor and, in broad daylight on June 15, 1942, torpedoed two freighters
within full view of thousands of vacationers at Virginia Beach, Vir-
ginia. By destroying precious cargo on its way to support the British
and the Russians, Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall warned,
losses to German submarines off the Atlantic seaboard and in the
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Caribbean threatened the entire war effort. As General Dwight D.
Eisenhower put it in July, “We should not forget that the prize we seek is
to keep 8,000,000 Russians in the war.”

Winston Churchill would have agreed —and perhaps added a prayer
that those eight million might be reduced by half. This, certainly, was
the suspicion of the Soviets, who were adamant on the absolute neces-
sity of opening a second front against the Germans in western Europe
as soon as possible. The Russians had shouldered the burden of fight-
ing the Nazis for nearly two years, and Stalin was increasingly impa-
tient with the prevarications of the Brits and, to a lesser degree, the
Americans. “We’ve lost millions of people, and they want us to crawl
on our knees because they send us Spam,” complained one Russian.

Inlate 1942 and early 1943, the English had the upper hand in Allied
strategic planning for the simple reason that the Americans were not
yet in Europe in full force. That would change, but for the moment
Churchill got his way, and his way did not include a cross-Channel
invasion. Rather, the Allies targeted North Africa during the winter
of 1943, while the Red Army confronted more than 200 divisions and
killed more than 200,000 German soldiers in the Battle of Stalingrad.
In late January 1943, Churchill and Roosevelt met in Casablanca to
discuss Allied war aims and strategy. While General Marshall fretted
about the British propensity for “periphery-pecking,” Churchill was
still the senior partner in the Atlantic alliance. Rather than invade
France, the Allies would build on their victory in North Africa and
attack Sicily. The threat this posed to Germany may be judged by the
response of the Wehrmacht, which transferred 36 fresh divisions to the
eastern front. While fewer than 20 German divisions inflicted 300,000
casualties on the Allies in Italy, the Red Army destroyed the Wehr-
macht’s offensive capability in the Battle of Kursk, an epic clash of
4,000 aircraft, 6,000 tanks, and 2 million men.

By November 1943, when FDR flew halfway around the world to
Tehran to meet Josef Stalin and discuss a cross-Channel invasion,
the Americans worried that the Soviets, currently rolling toward the
Polish frontier, were no longer interested in a second front. They were,
but they made clear the price the Allies would pay for having left the
Red Army to fight the Nazis alone for nearly three years: neither Brit-
ain nor America would interfere with Soviet control over eastern
Europe and the Baltic states.
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THE WAR IN THE PACIFIC

By May 6, 1942, when 13,000 American troops surrendered on Corregi-
dor Island in the Philippines, Japan controlled everything between
itself and Australia. Rather than consolidate their wins, the Japanese
pressed on, sending their naval air force —the largest in the world, con-
sisting of six large carriers and some 500 high-performance aircraft—
ever southward. In the Battle of the Coral Sea (May 3-8, 1942), planes
launched from American aircraft carriers prevented the Japanese from
reaching Australia.

Less than a month later, Japanese naval commander Admiral Iso-
ruku Yamamoto turned toward Midway Island, the northwestern end
of the Hawai’ian archipelago. Like Pearl Harbor, this attack was meant
to be a surprise. But thanks to American cryptologists, who cracked
the Japanese naval code, US Admiral Chester Nimitz was forewarned.
As at Coral Sea, the Battle of Midway (June 4, 1942) was fought en-
tirely by aircraft taking off from ships that never came within eyesight
of each other. Within five minutes, American dive bombers from the
carriers Enterprise and Yorktown turned the tide of the Pacific war by
mortally wounding three Japanese aircraft carriers (a fourth sank the
next morning). In a single blow, Japan had lost four of the six carriers
that had attacked Pearl Harbor only six months earlier, as well as the
aircraft and many of their crack fliers.

Japan needed to win at Midway for the same reason it had to at-
tack Pearl Harbor: it needed to cripple a much larger enemy before it
was prepared to fight. After Midway, the war in the Pacific became as
much a battle of production as of fleets, a war of resources rather than
grand strategy. Japan was unlikely ever to win such a contest. In the
two years after Midway, Japanese shipyards built only 6 additional car-
riers, while the United States produced 17.

In addition to carriers, a naval war was a war of landing strips,
petrol, and transportation routes. On August 7, 1942, the marines em-
barked on the first of a series of brutal amphibious invasions, this time
on Guadalcanal, where the Japanese were building an airstrip from
which to attack ships on their way to Australia. It would take seven
months, but superior American manpower and munitions eventually
forced a Japanese evacuation, at the cost of thousands of seasoned
troops. Equally significant was Admiral Nimitz’s invasion of the Mar-
shall Islands in the western North Pacific Ocean at the end of January
1944. By June, the Americans had taken the Marianas as well.
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In April 1944, the Japanese had captured crucial American airfields
in south China. American troops, under the direction of General Mac-
Arthur, invaded the Philippines in response. In the Battle of Leyte Gulf
(October 25, 1944), still the largest naval engagement in history, the
Japanese lost most of their remaining sea power and resorted to an
extreme air tactic. Suicide attacks by kamikaze units sank one US car-
rier and damaged others severely. Like the Japanese troops who had
refused to surrender on Tarawa Island in 1943, where 1,000 Americans
lost their lives rooting out 4,000 entrenched Japanese soldiers, kami-
kaze attacks reinforced a growing belief among American GIs that the
Japanese did not value life the way Americans did.

ENDGAME IN EUROPE

General Dwight Eisenhower had studied war his entire adult life but
never tasted it until the North Africa campaign. His new assignment —
the cross-Channel invasion codenamed Operation Overlord—had a
fifty-fifty chance of success. To invade Normandy, an armada of thou-
sands of ships would have to ferry 150,000 soldiers across the treacher-
ous waters of the English Channel. Those soldiers would have to storm
fortified beaches.

Two factors tipped the balance in the Allies’ favor. A disinformation
campaign convinced the Germans that the attack would be at Calais,
200 miles to the north. Second, Eisenhower decided to go forward on
the night of June 6, 1944, despite a serious storm over the Channel.
While surprised German commanders debated whether this was the
real cross-Channel invasion or a diversion from Calais, Allied troops
struggled ashore. On Utah Beach the Americans faced only faint oppo-
sition, but four miles to the east on Omaha Beach soldiers were caught
in heavily mined water facing German guns. When the second wave
landed on that afternoon’s low tide, they encountered a watery hell of
beached ships and floating bodies.

But the Yanks—and they were mainly Yanks—kept on coming. By
the end of June, the Allies had landed a million troops, 170,000 ve-
hicles, and a half million tons of supplies. Paris was liberated on Au-
gust 25. As the Allies barreled east toward Germany, they stretched
their supply lines to the breaking point and sputtered to a stop be-
tween the Meuse and Rhine Rivers.

While the Allies approached Germany from the west, the Soviets
made their way through Poland. Expecting Soviet support, the Polish
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Home Army mounted a revolt in Warsaw. Rather than come to the
aid of their nominal allies, the Soviets paused outside the city and
watched while the Germans crushed the revolt. As had been agreed
in Tehran, eastern Europe would pay the price for the late arrival of
Allied troops in Europe.

In the west, the Allies dug in for the winter in the Ardennes forest.
On December 16, 1944, German tanks caught Allied troops by surprise
when they came crashing through the woods. Some 10,000 Ameri-
can soldiers surrendered at once—the largest Allied surrender in the
war in Europe. Advancing almost without opposition, the Germans
pushed out from their original battle line along a 50-mile wide “bulge.”
General George Patton’s three divisions finally pushed them back, but
at enormous cost to both sides. With more than 70,000 Allied casual-
ties, the Battle of the Bulge was a decisive defeat for Germany, whose
dead and wounded topped more than 100,000.

As British and American troops raced deep into Germany, the ailing
American president retired to his cottage in Warm Springs, Georgia,
to rest for the upcoming Charter Conference of the United Nations in
San Francisco. Franklin Roosevelt’s health was in decline well before
he won an astonishing fourth term as president in November 1944.
Bowing to the concerns of party conservatives, Vice President Henry
Wallace had been replaced with Missouri senator Harry Truman. On
April 12,1945, the president awoke with a headache. He died that after-
noon of a cerebral hemorrhage, attended by Lucy Mercer, his beloved
companion of three decades.

On April 30, in a bunker below central Berlin, Adolph Hitler de-
nied the Russians the honor of capturing him. Propaganda Minis-
ter Joseph Goebbels also committed suicide in the bunker, as did his
wife, Magda—after first killing all six of their children. Berlin fell on
May 2, and the Germans signed an unconditional surrender on May 8,
1945. Massive victory celebrations in Allied capitals were tempered by
mourning for Roosevelt, and by the shocking discovery of Nazi death
camps in the eastern reaches of the Reich.

RACE WAR

While fighting continued in the Philippines, in February 1945 the US
Marines invaded Iwo Jima, a five-square-mile bit of volcanic rock 750
miles from Tokyo needed to provide a landing strip for bombers and
their escorts. Japanese defenders in underground caves cost 20,000
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American casualties, including nearly 7,000 dead. The battle for Oki-
nawa, a southern Japanese island large enough to stage an invasion
of the nation’s four main islands, was even costlier. The United States
suffered 50,000 casualties with over 12,000 killed in battle; some
140,000 Japanese and an additional 42,000 Okinawans also died.
Many of these civilian deaths were suicides, committed at the urg-
ing of the Japanese soldiers who provided hand grenades to local men
and women and warned that American troops would murder and rape
them as the Japanese had done.

American troops were not beyond such acts. “What kind of war do
civilians suppose we fought, anyway?” asked one correspondent after-
ward. “We shot prisoners in cold blood, wiped out hospitals, strafed
lifeboats, killed or mistreated enemy civilians, finished off the enemy
wounded, tossed the dying into a hole with the dead, and in the Pacific
boiled the flesh off enemy skulls to make table ornaments for sweet-
hearts, or carved their bones into letter openers.”

Such brutality was in good measure a response to the Imperial Japa-
nese Army, whose soldiers massacred civilian populations, worked
thousands to death in forced labor camps, maltreated and starved pris-
oners of war, and murdered men in uniform in violation of the Geneva
Conventions. Such tactics were not the last resort of a defeated mili-
tary: the Bataan Death March, in which thousands of Filipino and
American POWs perished, was in April 1942, at the height of Japanese
power. Of Japan’s Anglo-American prisoners, 27 percent died in the
hands of their captors, as opposed to 4 percent held by the Germans.

There was an undeniable racial subtext to the war in the Pacific.
Most white Americans harbored a set of racist assumptions about
Asians: they were treacherous; they were sneaky (Pearl Harbor did
nothing to diminish this belief); they were automatons with no will
of their own; they were bestial, brutal, and subhuman. The Japanese,
for their part, considered themselves genetically pure, the uncon-
taminated Yamato race, inherently superior to decadent, lazy whites,
especially to white Americans mongrelized through breeding with
Europe’s castoffs. As racist as their Anglo-American counterparts, the
Japanese obliterated white supremacist myths about Asians and shat-
tered beyond repair the European and American colonial structure in
the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. At the same time, myths
about them — that they were, in President Harry Truman’s words, “sav-
ages, ruthless, merciless, and fanatic,” survived.
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VICTORY IN ASIA

The only way to deal with such an enemy, Americans believed, was to
demand its unconditional surrender. By the fall of 1944, it was clear to
leaders on both sides of the war that Japan was doomed, its economy
crippled, its fleet destroyed, its diplomats sending peace feelers to the
Soviets. Yet the Imperial Japanese Army fought on. The only way to
end the war, Allied leaders believed, was to follow Churchill’s advice
offered to Congress in 1943: lay Japan’s cities in ashes. Between March
and July 1945, American bombers attacked 66 Japanese cities, killing
900,000, injuring up to 1.3 million more, and leaving more than 8 mil-
lion people homeless. Only the army’s desire to have virgin targets for
the atomic bombs dubbed “Little Boy” and “Fat Man” left Hiroshima
and Nagasaki untouched through August 1945.

Since December 1942, when Enrico Fermi initiated the controlled
release of nuclear energy in a laboratory beneath the football stadium
at the University of Chicago, scores of scientists had labored to har-
ness that power for a weapon. Led by University of California physi-
cist Robert J. Oppenheimer, the Manhattan Project employed 130,000
people in three main sites and cost over $2 billion before bearing fruit
in July 1945, when the first atomic bomb was tested successfully in the
desert outside Los Alamos, New Mexico. Those who had dedicated
themselves to achieving this feat were struck by the awful beauty of the
mushroom cloud produced by the explosion (the equivalent of 20 kilo-
tons of TNT), and sobered by its awesome destructive power. There
was some debate among the scientists and military officials about the
feasibility of a demonstration to Japanese officials to convince them of
the unimaginable power of the new weapon, but leaders in Washing-
ton did not hesitate for a moment. As President Truman—who had
not, as vice president, been informed of the existence of the Manhat-
tan Project—put it later, “I regarded the bomb as a military weapon
and never had any doubt that it should be used.”

The first atomic weapon was dropped on Hiroshima on August 6,
1945. Approximately 70,000 people died instantly. Double that number
had died by the end of the year as the result of radiation poisoning and
other injuries. On August 9, the United States exploded a second bomb
over Nagasaki, killing 70,000 there. The death toll in Hiroshima and
Nagasaki was horrific but not unprecedented: the Allied firebombing
of Dresden in Germany killed 100,000 women, children, and elderly
men. The ease with which the atom bomb accomplished the effects of a
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prolonged bombing campaign signaled the dawn of a new era of terri-
fying weapons of mass destruction, but the willingness of governments
to target populations rather than armies preceded the atomic era and
did not depend on it. Of those who died in the First World War, 9o per-
cent were military personnel, but of the estimated 50 million persons
who perished during WWII, 40 percent were civilians. The Germans
had targeted lesser “races” and bombed London and Canterbury; the
Allies had flattened Hamburg and Tokyo. When Japan bombed Chinese
cities in 1937, the League of Nations protested. By 19435, the league was
no more, and the world was inured to civilian deaths.

At the Summit of the World

Franklin Roosevelt had promised Americans freedom from fear if they
all pulled together in the war effort. But could there be freedom from
fear in a world where civilians were the target of exterminationist poli-
tics and weapons of mass destruction? Preventing the horrors of the
war from reoccurring required vigilance, coordination, and a commit-
ment to the rights of individuals and minorities as well as to nation-
states. In April 1945, delegates from 46 nations gathered in San Fran-
cisco to draft a charter for a new international agency dedicated to
the maintenance of peace and security and the recognition of equal
human rights. At the helm was the nation that had resisted the pull of
world leadership so fervently only a few years earlier.

BEYOND BELIEF: THE HOLOCAUST

In the summer of 1943, Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter met
with Polish socialist Jan Karski at the Polish embassy in Washington.
A passionate Zionist, Frankfurter was concerned about rumors of Nazi
atrocities against the Jews of eastern and central Europe. Karski re-
ported that in Belzec, a death camp in southeastern Poland, upwards
of 500,000 Jewish men, women, and children had been systematically
exterminated in gas chambers over the course of 10 months. When
Karski finished speaking, Frankfurter was incredulous. “I am unable
to believe you,” he announced, and left.

Frankfurter was not alone in his skepticism. Assistant Secretary of
War John J. McCloy was equally dubious, and declined to bomb the
notorious labor camp at Auschwitz despite the recommendation of
the War Refugee Board.

Six million European Jews were murdered by the Nazis and their
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collaborators during World War II. Much has been made of the Ameri-
can decision not to bomb Auschwitz or its rail line in the winter of
1945, but the truth is that the vast majority of the work of the Shoah
(Hebrew for “calamity”) had been accomplished already. Two-thirds
of the six million were already dead by the end of 1942, the victims of
mass executions over pits at gunpoint or by carbon monoxide chan-
neled into mobile killing vans or pumped into gas chambers at Tre-
blinka, Belzec, and Sobibor in occupied Poland.

Of the Jews in occupied Europe, 78 percent were killed in the Holo-
caust; 70 percent of these were either Polish or Soviet Jews. To recog-
nize this fact is not to discount the suffering of western European and
Mediterranean Jews deported from Italy, France, Greece, Belgium,
and the Netherlands to death camps in Poland, Austria, and eastern
Germany. Nor is it to exculpate the French and Dutch who arrested
and deported their fellow citizens. It is to emphasize that Hitler’s origi-
nal expansionist aim of Lebensraum, or living space for Germans, was
directed east.

What Frankfurter and McCloy could not believe was documented
scrupulously by the state that killed with such ruthless efficiency. In-
deed, those in charge bragged of their deeds and complained that their
fellow citizens would never comprehend the true magnitude of their
accomplishment. Others worked ceaselessly to get the story out to the
Allies. In his Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, published in November
1944, jurist Raphael Lemkin, a Polish Jewish émigré, included a term
he had coined in late 1943 to describe the Nazis’ acts in the east: “geno-
cide,” the deliberate, systematic destruction, in whole or in part, of an
ethnic, racial, religious, or national group. Many of those who partici-
pated in genocide between 1941 and 1945 were later tried at Nurem-
burg for offenses so enormous they could only be described as “crimes
against humanity.” But most Nazi executioners slipped through the
cracks. Karl Hocker, the deputy to the final commandant at Ausch-
witz, worked for a bank in his hometown of Engershausen until 1963,
when he was tried in Frankfurt and found guilty of causing the deaths
of 1,000 Jews. He served five years in prison. The bank held his job
for him.

THE UNITED NATIONS

One of the lessons of the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 had been
the necessity to plan for peace well in advance of an armistice. In Au-
gust 1941, FDR and Winston Churchill had issued the Atlantic Charter,
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which called for a “wider and permanent system of general security”
to replace the defunct League of Nations, and offered suggestions to
shape the postwar world. The peace envisioned by the charter was one
“which will afford assurance that all the men in all the lands may live
out their lives in freedom from fear and want.” To speak in 1941 of indi-
viduals rather than states (“all the men in all the lands™) was revolu-
tionary. The idea that the dignity of the individual was an appropriate
topic of international affairs was embraced immediately by groups al-
ready committed to fighting racism and colonialism as well as Nazism.

The “system of general security” that became the United Nations
was sketched out by delegates of the four chief Allies (Britain, the
United States, the USSR, and China) at Dumbarton Oaks, a mansion
outside of Washington, DC, in late 1944. There, an exclusive group of
diplomats and policy experts drafted the charter for an inclusive inter-
national organization. There were moments of rancor, especially when
discussing veto power in the Security Council and the Soviets’ idea to
count each of its recently acquired satellite states as an independent
nation for voting purposes. But in the end, the delegates’ work was
rooted clearly in the Atlantic Charter, with one exception: there was
no statement on the universal rights of the individual or disavowal of
racial discrimination.

Insulted by their exclusion from Dumbarton Oaks and angry that
the draft charter neither protected individual rights nor condemned
racial discrimination, representatives of Latin American and Asian
states, backed by organizations like the Council of Christians and
Jews and the NAACP, pressed for an unequivocal statement of racial
equality in the charter. Having outlined a world organization they
thought they could control, the Great Powers were about to discover
the reality highlighted by W. E. B. Du Bois in his famous essay “Human
Rights for All Minorities”: that the world’s minorities “together form
a majority.” In San Francisco, this majority succeeded in defining the
United Nations as dedicated to the goal of achieving human rights and
fundamental freedoms “for all without distinction as to race, sex, lan-
guage, or religion” (Article 1 and Article 13) and of promoting respect
“for the principle of equal rights and self-determination of peoples”
(Articles 535, 62, and 68).

Respecting human rights was one thing; enforcing that respect
was another. Even the nations that supported the elevation of human
rights in the charter balked at the abridgement of national sovereignty
required to protect them. Worried about the social and economic
rights being read into an ever-expanding definition of human rights,



Assertion, 1938-1946 * 197

America’s senior foreign policy advisor in San Francisco, John Foster
Dulles, insisted on an escape clause as the price of American support
for the treaty. Under the leadership of the American and British dele-
gations, with the enthusiastic support of the Soviets, Article 2, para-
graph 7, was inserted into the charter, which read: “Nothing contained
in the present Charter shall authorize the United Nations to intervene
in matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any
state or shall require the Members to submit such matters to settle-
ment.” Responsibility for human and civil equality remained lodged in
the individual states that made up the United Nations.

A NEW WORLD AT HOME

Beginning in 1932, with his speech to the Commonwealth Club of San
Francisco, Franklin Roosevelt had argued for a principled balance be-
tween private liberty and public good, between the economic and po-
litical rights of the individual and those of the collective. In his State of
the Union Address in 1944, broadcast live to millions over the radio,
Roosevelt called for “a Second Bill of Rights . . . an economic bill of
rights” that would guarantee every citizen a job, a living wage, edu-
cation, decent housing, adequate medical care, and “protection from
the economic fears of old age, sickness, accident, and unemployment.”
Together, these rights spelled “security,” which was a legitimate ex-
pectation of every citizen and the responsibility of the nation. If the
original Bill of Rights to the Constitution was a list of “thou shalt nots”
designed to limit the reach of the federal government, Roosevelt’s
“second Bill of Rights” was an affirmation of government’s capacity
and obligation to balance and regulate the economic and political
rights of the individual against those of the collective, and vice versa.

Roosevelt’s vision of an “economic constitutional order” didn’t go
very far. But it did inspire another bill of rights, the Servicemen’s Re-
adjustment Act of 1944, known popularly as the GI Bill of Rights. De-
signed to reintegrate millions of returning soldiers, the GI Bill reached
eight out of ten men born in the 1920s. Between 1944 and 1971, federal
spending for former soldiers totaled over $95 billion. With the help
of the GI Bill, millions attended college, bought homes with feder-
ally guaranteed low-interest mortgages, started business ventures with
small-business loans, and found jobs via the United States Employ-
ment Service (USES). No group of Americans, before or since, has
been given such a leg up by American taxpayers.

African American veterans, predictably, benefited less from this
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burst of federal largesse than whites did. With the options for black
veterans limited by the pre-Brown world of segregated higher edu-
cation, the gap in educational attainment between blacks and whites
widened, rather than closed, after 1945. Of arguably even greater last-
ing significance, African American veterans were systematically dis-
criminated against by the lending institutions created by the bill,
which made it very difficult, often impossible, for blacks to qualify for
mortgages.

Women, too, benefited less than their brothers did from the GI Bill.
Only about 2 percent of military personnel in the Second World War
were women, which means that 98 percent of American women were
by definition excluded from such benefits as the bill’s new college sub-
sidy plan. Female veterans did not receive the same benefits as men did
(women had to prove their independence from a male breadwinner,
for instance, before receiving unemployment aid). Colleges that had
filled their classrooms with women during the war scaled back in order
to accommodate as many men as possible. Professional schools that
had resigned themselves to teaching women during the war now re-
verted to their previous men-only policies. The tens of thousands of
men and women dismissed from the military with a “blue discharge”
for being homosexual were also denied rights under the GI Bill.

Even so, no other piece of legislation was more influential in cre-
ating the broad American middle class of the postwar era than the
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act. And no other piece of legislation
illustrated so obviously the capacity of the federal government to act
creatively, efficiently, and effectively on behalf of those citizens who
had offered their lives on behalf of the Republic.

CIVIL RIGHTS AND HUMAN RIGHTS

The distance between universalistic American goals and discrimi-
natory American practice, between “All men are created equal” and
the nation’s intricate system of racial discrimination, left the United
States vulnerable to charges of hypocrisy. In the new postwar world,
America’s internal race problem became entangled in foreign policy,
and vice versa. The goodwill that accrued to the United States by
virtue of its Declaration of Independence and its robust constitu-
tional democracy was eroded in many places by reports of domestic
racial violence, disenfranchisement, segregated housing and schools,
and restrictive marriage laws. A 1947 State Department report titled
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“Problems of Discrimination and Minority Status in the United States”
stated forthrightly that Jim Crow practices were “obviously in conflict
with the American creed of democracy and equality of opportunity
for all.”

Groups inside the United States also exploited the fact that the
“leader of the free world” tolerated racial discrimination. In October
1947, the NAACP presented to the United Nations a 155-page petition
titled “An Appeal to the World: A Statement on the Denial of Human
Rights to Minorities in the Case of Citizens of Negro Descent in the
United States of America and an Appeal to the United Nations for Re-
dress.” Drafted by a committee of black academics and lawyers under
the supervision of W. E. B. Du Bois, the appeal demanded “elemental
Justice against the treatment which the United States has visited upon
us for three centuries.”

Whereas a significant cadre of foreign policy analysts considered
American race politics dangerous for the nation’s role in global poli-
tics, the guardians of Jim Crow considered American participation in
international organizations such as the United Nations a threat to the
established social order. Petitions aside, the danger to the sovereign
status quo lay in the interpretive possibilities of the UN Charter and its
relationship to American law. In a 1946 challenge to segregated inter-
state transportation, Howard Law School dean William H. Hastie ar-
gued that when the United States had ratified the UN Charter, America
had “embedded in its national policy a prohibition against racism and
pledged itself to respect fundamental freedoms for all without distinc-
tion as to race, sex, language or religion.”

This position was reinforced in 1948, when four justices of the US
Supreme Court included references to the UN Charter in their opin-
ion in Oyama v. California, a challenge to a law restricting landowner-
ship by noncitizen Japanese. Noting that the United States had re-
cently pledged to “promote . . . universal respect for, and observance
of, human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinc-
tion as to race, sex, language, or religion,” Justice Hugo Black asked,
“How can this nation be faithful to this international pledge if state
laws which bar land ownership and occupancy by aliens on account of
race are permitted to be enforced?”

Caught between the determination of white southerners to reestab-
lish the antebellum racial status quo and the deepening commitment
of African Americans to press for full equality, the federal government
adopted positions inconceivable before 1945 and became, for the first
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time since Reconstruction, an ally of the black freedom struggle. If it
is too much to say that Hitler “gave racism a bad name,” it is nonethe-
less true that many Americans reevaluated the harsh realities of white
supremacy at home during the years they fought fascism abroad.

*

If it didn’t happen to kill you, one of George Orwell’s characters once
remarked, war was bound to start you thinking. The Second World
War started all sorts of people thinking. Those who fought thought
about what they had fought for. Some —most—fought principally to
preserve and protect their homeland and secondarily to defeat tyranny
in Europe and Asia. Some —many —fought to change their homeland
and their own place in it. Others, like Enrico Fermi and the scientists of
the Manhattan Project, thought about all they had achieved, and wor-
ried for the future. Still others wondered how to steer the great ship of
the Republic through the uncharted seas of world dominance. Above
all, the desire for full citizenship animated the politics of American
minorities. The coming generation was not inclined to patience. “We
want and are entitled to the basic rights and opportunities of Ameri-
can citizens,” 17-year-old M. L. King Jr. wrote of African Americans in
a letter to the editor of the Atlanta Constitution in 1946. It was, indeed,
a new world.



CHAPTER 7

Containment, 1946—1953

In August 1946, filmmaker Orson Welles—who had a weekly Sunday
afternoon radio program — devoted his time to a discussion of the race
problem in America and its connection to the nation’s new role in the
world: “I have met Southerners who expect and fear a Negro insur-
rection. I see no purpose in withholding this from general discussion.
There may be those within that outcast 10 per cent of the American
people who some day will strike back at their oppressors. To put down
the mob, a mob would rise. Who will put down that mob?”

Not another mob, Welles was quick to explain. Americans were
going to have to take care of the mob, but in a different way: through
the rule of law. Warning that “there is no room in the American cen-
tury for Jim Crow,” Welles insisted that “what was excused in us be-
fore is no longer excusable,” and reminded Americans that the eyes of
the world were upon them. “Our [r]epublican splendor in this new age
will shine by its own virtues, not by virtue of contrasting tyranny,” he
intoned. It was not enough to be better than the Nazis. Americans had
a duty to defend their values wherever they were besieged, whether at
home or abroad.

Challenged from without by the Soviets, American values, par-
ticularly the rule of law, were also under attack by Americans. During
the summer of 1946, southern whites blinded, castrated, and killed 56
African Americans. Many of these were veterans. Arguing that there
was a “need today for a dramatic reminder to our people of the Ameri-
can heritage which they enjoy,” President Truman announced in May
1947 a moving exhibit of America’s key democratic documents, includ-
ing original copies of the Declaration of Independence and the Eman-
cipation Proclamation. Dubbed the Freedom Train, the red, white,
and blue streamliner visited each of the 48 contiguous states. Towns
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and cities were encouraged to hold “Rededication Weeks,” coinciding
with the arrival of the traveling exhibit, in which citizens would pledge
to uphold the democratic principles of the nation. Drawing conflict
out into the open, the Freedom Train forbade segregated viewing of
the exhibit. Memphis and Birmingham let it pass them by.

In addition to indoctrinating Americans in democracy, as Attorney
General Tom Clark put it, the Freedom Train had another mission,
which was to demonstrate to the world the virtues of the American
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way of life. That way of life was suddenly center stage, as the United
States assumed its new role as global leader. By 1946, the world was
dividing in two: on one side, the “free societies” of North America and
Western Europe; on the other, the Soviet Union and the one-party
regimes it established in the Eastern European countries occupied by
the Red Army in 1945. The Soviets could not be pushed back from
Eastern Europe. But their future influence could be “contained,” if
countered by the partisans of democratic politics and free enterprise.

“Containment” became the centerpiece of US foreign policy during
what was eventually dubbed the Cold War. Like a game of chess, the
United States and the USSR checked and counterchecked each other
across the globe for 40 years. Had containment been merely a foreign
policy, it could be regarded as a strategic success: at the very least, the
two great powers of the atomic age avoided nuclear war. But contain-
ment was also a domestic policy to silence critics of the government,
of capitalism, of segregation, of foreign policy —of nearly anything.

Containing Communism abroad was costly. Before the decade was
out, it would cost the United States nearly 120,000 dead and wounded
in Korea. The price to contain it at home was also high, although paid
in a different coin. Dissent became un-American. Rather than court
danger, people censored themselves. Millions of Americans may have
viewed the Bill of Rights aboard the Freedom Train, but those rights
would be contained and compromised over the course of the coming
decade.

Postwar/Cold War

The United States’ competition with the USSR was conducted on mul-
tiple fronts—in the realm of ideas (ideology), politics, economic plan-
ning (especially government regulation), foreign cooperation, scien-
tific research, and military action.

There were many ways to win the hearts and minds of the world
for capitalism, democracy, and free enterprise. With the help of the
Marshall Plan, which was designed to provision the people of West-
ern Europe with military protection, credit, and consumer goods, the
United States constructed sturdy ties among its allies and lessened the
allure of the USSR. Just as Europe was stabilized, however, the Cold
War went east and turned hot in 1950, when the United States went to
war in Korea in defense of containment, making clear in the process
that the Cold War knew no geographical boundaries.
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The Cold War was the product of the particular postwar moment, but
its roots lay in a more remote past. The confrontation between West-
ern Europe and the United States and Soviet Russia dated to 1918,
when England and America intervened militarily in the Russian Civil
War on the side of the anti-Bolsheviks. The ideological and political
competition between democracy and Communism raged through the
1920s and 1930s. In 1935, after Italy invaded Ethiopia, the international
Communist governing body, the Comintern, announced the Popular
Front to unite socialists, liberals, and Communists in opposition to
fascism. The membership of the Communist Party of the United States
(CPUSA) tripled between 1934 and 1939, from 26,000 to 85,000.

The 1945 Yalta agreement had called for democratic elections in
Eastern Europe, but it was clear immediately after the fall of Ber-
lin that this would not happen. On May 12, 1945, Winston Churchill
warned Truman in a telegram about the Soviets, “An iron curtain is
drawn down upon their front. We do not know what is going on be-
hind.” What was going on was a consolidation of power. With Soviet
troops to back them up, local Communists purged the opposition.
The Allies watched helplessly as Communist-dominated governments
sprouted in Poland, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, and Hungary.

Nothing could be done about what would soon be known as the
Eastern Bloc. But there had to be a way to keep the Soviets from ex-
panding their political sphere infinitely. In 1947, George F. Kennan, a
midlevel career diplomat with expertise in Russian history and poli-
tics, analyzed the situation and counseled patience: “The main ele-
ment of any United States policy toward the Soviet Union must be
that of a long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Rus-
sian expansive tendencies.” Containment: the word has a nice feel to
it, firm without being aggressive, reasonable. But how, exactly, could
this notion be applied to foreign policy? To contain something is to
confine it within a boundary. Could Communism be confined within
Eastern and Central Europe? What would be required if that were the
goal?

In 1946, the USSR began to pressure Turkey to allow Soviet naval
bases on the Bosporus, a key portal between the Mediterranean and
the Black Sea. At roughly the same time, civil war broke out in Greece
between a government backed by the British and a Communist oppo-
sition. In 1947, the British informed the Americans that they could
not afford to support the anti-Communist government in Greece. On
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March 12, President Truman requested an unprecedented $400 mil-
lion for economic aid to both Greece and Turkey and for authority to
send American military personnel to train their soldiers. In his speech
to Congress, the president articulated the Truman Doctrine, which
was substantially more proactive that the containment policy. “I be-
lieve,” Truman announced, “that 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.” Congress approved, and
by 1950 Turkey had been stabilized and the Communist insurrection
in Greece defeated.

THE MARSHALL PLAN

In June 1947, General George C. Marshall, now serving as secretary
of state, applied the principles of the Truman Doctrine to Europe and
announced that the United States would fund a massive economic
recovery program there. “Our policy,” he declared, “is directed not
against country or doctrine, but against hunger, poverty, desperation,
and chaos.” Millions of Europeans were still at risk of starvation in
1947. Perhaps more to the point, millions of Europeans were at risk
of voting Communist. During the 1930s, the New Deal had stabilized
American politics as it stabilized the economy. Could a New Deal for
Europe do the same?

Between 1948 and 1951, the United States provided a staggering
$12.5 billion in economic aid to Europe. As a result of Marshall Plan
policies, Europe embarked on an unprecedented two decades of eco-
nomic growth that saw a marked rise in the standard of living. The
Marshall Plan also underwrote political stability in postwar Europe.
Thanks to American aid, governments were able to suspend austerity
programs that had contributed to discontent and political unrest. This
is not to say that America’s motives were all altruistic. Kindling eco-
nomic recovery in Europe was good for American manufacturers who
needed a European market capable of purchasing American goods.
The vast majority of Marshall Plan funds were used to purchase goods
from the United States, leading to resentment from other nations re-
liant on exports to Europe such as Canada and Argentina. Congress
took pity on its neighbor and ally, and passed legislation allowing aid
money to be used in Canadian purchases. Canada’s economy boomed.
Argentina, which was officially neutral during the war but harbored a
number of Nazi war criminals afterward, got nothing.

In its optimism, its faith in the capacity of public institutions to
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solve big problems, and its acceptance of government regulation of
economic and fiscal policy, the Marshall Plan was a natural succes-
sor to the New Deal and the most successful planned economy of
the twentieth century. Its progressive genealogy was spotted at the
time; critics labeled the plan “a bold Socialist blueprint” and muttered
about central planning. Congressional commitment to ideology faded,
however, in the face of Soviet aggression. In February 1948, Commu-
nists staged a coup in Czechoslovakia and overthrew a democratically
elected coalition government. Two weeks later, the popular and long-
time Czech foreign minister Jan Masaryk, who had been educated in
the United States, was found dead. Any hope that the USSR would
allow free elections in the Iron Curtain countries dissolved. Congress
voted overwhelmingly in favor of the “bold Socialist blueprint” for re-
constructing Europe.

The Marshall Plan was bold. It was also provocative. Although all
the countries of Europe were invited to participate in the plan, in-
cluding Russia and the nations now in the Soviet sphere of influence,
America’s intention to shape the European economy and political sys-
tem in its own image was obvious. The Russians, predictably, declined
the American overture for itself and Eastern Europe. For all its virtues,
the Marshall Plan accelerated rather than slowed the long slide into
acrimony and distrust that marked US-Soviet relations between 1945
and 1950.

NEW ALLIANCES AND NEW STATES

As the Marshall Plan was formulated, the Allies prepared to unite their
zones of occupation in western Germany, preparatory to the creation
of a new federal republic. Eastern Germany remained under the con-
trol of the Soviets, with one glaring exception: Berlin, the former capi-
tal of the Reich, which lay some 100 miles inside the Soviet occupation
zone, was itself still divided into French, British, American, and Soviet
quadrants. The Kremlin tried repeatedly to gain control of all Berlin.
The most serious attempt was the first, in the summer of 1948.

On June 23, 1948, Stalin ordered all roads and railroads closed to
traffic from the west. The next day he cut electricity to the western
sector, and the day after that he halted all food deliveries to West Ber-
lin. The Soviets wanted the Allies out, in part because they wanted to
make Berlin the capital of East Germany, and in part because this out-
post of capitalism and democracy was an irritant to the new Commu-
nist German state that surrounded it.
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With Berlin blockaded, the question became how to stymie the
Soviets without starting a war. With sea and land routes blocked, the
only alternative was the skies. On June 26 Operation Vittles went into
gear. US and British military flights came through Berlin’s Temple-
hof Airport on a schedule as precise as a Swiss watch. Jeeps bearing
pretty German hostesses tore around the tarmac refueling the pilots
while their planes were unloaded and refueled. The airlift improved
efficiency month by month, until by April 1949 more than 12,000 tons
of supplies were delivered daily. The Soviets finally threw in the towel,
and the airlift ended officially on September 30, 1948, after delivering
2,326,406 tons of supplies at a cost of $224 million.

Rather than dislodge the Allies from Berlin, the blockade cemented
a fractious alliance dominated by the United States. The North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO), formed in April 1949, committed its
members to collective security in general and the United States to the
military defense of Europe in particular. The original 12 signatories in-
cluded all the major Western European nations besides neutral Swe-
den and Switzerland, and Spain, which was still a right-wing dictator-
ship. Greece and Turkey joined in 1952, and West Germany in 1955.
France, emboldened by its acquisition of a nuclear bomb, withdrew
from the alliance in 1966, only to rejoin some 40 years later.

The one foreign policy issue Stalin and Truman agreed on was the
creation of a Jewish homeland in the Middle East. The animating issue
was less a Jewish territorial claim to the Holy Land than a practical
problem about refugees, especially after Holocaust survivors returning
home were greeted with violence (1,000 were killed in one anti-Jewish
riot alone in Poland in 1946). Such events created a stream of migrants
to Palestine, which was not an independent nation but under British
colonial control. Britain intercepted the refugees and warehoused
them in camps on Cyprus. Pressed by Zionists (those who supported
Jewish sovereignty in the Holy Land) and by American congress-
men outraged by the incarceration of Holocaust survivors, the British
handed the problem to the United Nations.

Despite Arab pledges to destroy any Jewish state, the UN divided
the land into two states, Israel and Palestine, in late 1947. Both the
United States and the USSR recognized the new Jewish state when it
declared independence on May 14, 1948. True to their word, Egypt,
Transjordan, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq invaded immediately. Saudi
Arabia sent troops. Britain withheld recognition until the Israelis won
the war in 1949, by which time the Israelis had added significantly to
the territory originally allotted them by the UN.
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KOREA

Occupied by Japan in 1905 and annexed in 1910, the Korean Peninsula
was divided at the Potsdam Conference (July-August 1945) at the 38th
Parallel, with Americans occupying the South and the Red Army the
North. The South became the haven of anti-Communist nationalists
under the leadership of Syngman Rhee, a Princeton-educated mem-
ber of the anti-Japanese provisional government. The North was the
stronghold of the Communists, who had provided most of the soldiers
for wartime anticolonial assaults against the Japanese occupiers.

On June 25, 1950, with Stalin’s ostensible blessing but no promise of
support, North Korean leader Kim Il-sung sent 80,000 troops, backed
by artillery, tanks, and aircraft, across the 38th Parallel into South
Korea. President Truman was caught by surprise, and underestimated
the importance of Korea’s indigenous Communists. In the president’s
mind, the North Koreans were Stalin’s puppets, testing America’s com-
mitment to contain Communism everywhere. “Korea is the Greece of
the Far East,” the president explained. “There is no telling what [the
Communists] will do if we don’t put up a fight now.” When the United
Nations Security Council agreed to stop the North Korean aggres-
sion using troops mainly from the United States, Truman ordered two
American divisions into action under the direction of Far East com-
mander Douglas MacArthur.

After a string of roller coaster victories, UN troops were pushed by
the North Koreans to Pusan, at the southern tip of the peninsula. In
September 1950, MacArthur launched a daring amphibious invasion
and pushed the North Korean troops back across the border. Then,
ignoring repeated warnings by the Chinese that they would consider
an American advance into North Korea aggression against China,
MacArthur marched through the North until his troops reached the
Yalu River, the border between China and Korea. In November 1950,
300,000 Chinese troops, many of them battle-hardened veterans, de-
scended on the UN troops. In some of the bloodiest hand-to-hand
fighting of the twentieth century, wave after wave of Chinese troops
attacked and drove the Americans back to the 38th Parallel. The con-
flict ended with a negotiated peace in 1953 in which each side occupied
the territory it had held when the war began. MacArthur was relieved
from duty for his strategic miscalculation and his subsequent decision
to complain to Congress about the commander in chief’s conduct of
the war.

Even though the war ended in a stalemate, the lesson seemed to be
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that containment was the only way to keep the Soviets from spread-
ing Communism throughout the world. The cost in lives of learning
this lesson was high: 36,000 American dead and 100,000 wounded,
in addition to the roughly 1 million South Korean troops killed and
wounded and 1.5 million enemy troops, of whom 900,000 were Chi-
nese. The cost in terms of treasure—and the things money can sup-
port, such as infrastructure and social programs—was also high.

The Korean War had two important consequences. The first was
a noteworthy reallocation of resources toward the military. The $53
billion defense budget of 1953 quadrupled that of 1949, and repre-
sented 60 percent of government expenditures (versus 33 percent in
1950) and 12 percent of GNP (gross national product) (versus 5 per-
cent in 1950). Second, because the war was waged through the United
Nations, President Truman was able to bypass Congress, which has
the power to declare war, and commit US troops on his own execu-
tive authority. This was a significant expansion of executive power in
a moment when Cold War foreign policy and national security were
already merging in the White House.

To Secure These Rights

In January 1947, announcing a new program to expose Communists
and Communist sympathizers in the federal government, the House
Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) pledged that Congress
would “ferret out” everyone opposed to the “American way of life.”
“Opposition” to the “American way of life” could take many forms,
from an African American veteran challenging white supremacy to a
librarian promoting books critical of US foreign policy to a govern-
ment employee passing sensitive information to the Soviets. Contain-
ing subversion could take many forms as well, from a lynch mob led by
officers of the law to a hearing before a congressional committee to the
addition of the phrase “under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance. In the
name of containing Communism, the federal government launched
a host of new programs to protect national security and mounted an
unprecedented peacetime military buildup. To protect itself from a
totalitarian state, America expanded its own state massively.

CREATING THE PERMANENT WAR STATE

In 1940, Franklin Roosevelt had to resort to sophism to justify sup-
porting the British through the lend-lease program. Seven years later,
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Roosevelt’s successor convinced Congress to spend $400 million sup-
porting Turkey and Greece and launched a massive program to rebuild
shattered Europe. How did the United States move from isolationism
to interventionism in less than a decade?

In good measure, it was the war and its outcome that pushed
America toward an internationalist posture. But there is another
answer: fear. When President Truman asked Michigan senator Arthur
Vandenberg, the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Commit-
tee, how to sell his Turkish aid package to Congress, Vandenberg rec-
ommended that the president give a speech and “scare [the] hell out
of the country.” Truman complied, and warned his fellow Americans
that “at the present moment in world history nearly every nation must
choose between alternative ways of life”—between democratic self-
government and free institutions and minority rule based on terror
and the suppression of personal freedoms. The president’s approval
rating jumped 10 points.

In the late 1940s, the architects of American internationalism cre-
ated the conditions for the growth of a permanent war economy and
for a war executive. The war economy depended on defense appropria-
tions that supported scientific research and development in universi-
ties as well as corporations such as IBM, Boeing, and General Electric.
By 1960, the government supplied 64 percent of the country’s funding
for basic research.

The research and development (R&D) underwritten by the gov-
ernment helped create a “knowledge revolution” that transformed
the American occupational structure. In 1940, not quite three million
people were engaged in technical and scientific work. By 1964, that
figure had more than doubled. There were 370% more engineers in
1964 than there had been in 1930, and a staggering 930% more scien-
tists. In addition to stimulating the economy by creating jobs, gov-
ernment funding underwrote corporate prosperity through the ap-
plication of defense-related research to consumer products. Young
Bill Hewlett and Dave Packard had already founded Hewlett-Packard
in 1939, but the first real computers were the product of WWII-
stimulated research.

The war executive was anchored in the creation of new agencies that
reported to the president. In 1947, Congress passed the National Secu-
rity Act, which centralized power in the White House, established the
Department of Defense to oversee all branches of the armed services,
formed the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and created the National Security
Council (NSC), a cabinet-level body overseen by the president and
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charged with coordinating military and foreign policy. Also formed
was the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the espionage arm of the
NSC. The war in Korea put teeth into these bureaucratic innovations.

The creation of the war executive relied on Congress and the people
ceding to the federal government some of their own sovereignty. In
this respect, the Cold War may be seen as a way of overcoming the
populist antistatism —the impulse to ask much of the federal govern-
ment while simultaneously denouncing its programs as corrosive of
state sovereignty and individual liberty—so prominent in American
politics. In April 1950, faced with the challenges of a nuclear-armed
USSR and a war in Korea, the NSC issued National Security Coun-
cil Memorandum 68 (NSC-68), which called for a nearly fourfold in-
crease in the defense budget, from $13 billion to $50 billion a year.
This concentration of resources and influence in the executive was
necessary, NSC-68 explained, to contain a Soviet system driven by “a
new fanatic faith” bent on world domination. In the name of defend-
ing democratic “freedom” against totalitarian “slavery,” NSC-68 man-
dated a massive transfer of resources from those parts of government
that maintained the basic building blocks of democracy —education,
employment, the health and welfare of the people—to the military
charged with protecting those things.

POSTWAR CIVIL RIGHTS

In June 1947, Harry Truman became the first president to address the
NAACP’s annual convention. He understood that he spoke not only
to African Americans, but also to the millions of Africans and Asians
determined to free themselves of colonial overlords. In a live radio
address broadcast around the world, the American president pro-
claimed that “there is no justifiable reason for discrimination because
of ancestry, or religion, or race, or color,” and carefully dissected what
he called “new concepts of civil rights” from the broader category of
human rights. “Every man should have the right to a decent home, the
right to an education, the right to adequate medical care, the right to
a worthwhile job, the right to an equal share in making the public de-
cisions through the ballot, and the right to a fair trial in court,” he enu-
merated. He announced the formation of the President’s Commission
on Civil Rights (PCCR).

These were radical words from an American president, and they
signaled a profound shift in the struggle for equal rights in the United
States. For the first time since the 1870s, the executive branch of the
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federal government was in alignment with the fight against Jim Crow.
This meant that the attorney general’s office was now free to side with
the plaintiffs in civil rights cases before the Supreme Court, which it
did in 1948 when it joined an NAACP challenge to racially restric-
tive housing covenants. In its decision in Shelley v. Kramer, the court
ruled that judicial enforcement of private agreements forbidding the
sale of homes to African Americans (and, frequently, Jews, Asians, and
Catholics as well) was enough “state action” to bring such laws under
the umbrella of the Fourteenth Amendment, which forbade racial dis-
crimination by the state, but not by individuals.

Truman elaborated on his decision to use the power of the execu-
tive in the cause of civil rights in a special message to Congress in Feb-
ruary 1948. There he laid out a 10-point legislative agenda based on
the recommendations outlined in the report of the PCCR, “To Secure
These Rights,” which called for desegregation of the armed forces and
federal employment as well as a federal antilynching law, creation of
a permanent commission on fair employment, and abolition of state
poll taxes. Although he did not adopt the committee’s general con-
demnation of segregation, Truman did pledge at this time to issue ex-
ecutive orders against discrimination in federal employment and to
end segregation in the armed forces “as rapidly as possible.”

Congress approved none of Truman’s civil rights initiatives in 1948.
In July, Truman issued Executive Order 9981, which initiated the de-
segregation of the armed forces. This action pleased the liberal wing
of the Democratic Party but alienated segregationists. Tempers flared
at the 1948 Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia. Led by
Minnesotan Hubert Humphrey, who was running for the US Sen-
ate, the liberals succeeded in passing their own, stronger civil rights
plank. When Humphrey challenged the delegates “to walk out of the
shadow of states’ rights and into the sunlight of human rights,” 35 dele-
gates from Alabama and Mississippi stalked out of the convention hall
instead.

CHALLENGES FROM THE RIGHT AND THE LEFT

The Dixiecrats, as they were dubbed by the press, formed the National
States’ Rights Party and nominated South Carolina governor J. Strom
Thurmond for president. Although he advocated “complete segrega-
tion of the races” in order to protect the “racial integrity” of each race,
Thurmond insisted that the real issue at stake in the 1948 election was
one of sovereignty: “the right of people to govern themselves.” The
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president’s plan to enforce civil rights through federal power would
“convert America into a Hitler state,” warned Thurmond. Or it might
result in Communism, since the expansion of federal power had its
“origin in communist ideology.” Either way, the future was totalitarian.

Challenged on the right by Thurmond, Truman was also vulnerable
to his left. As the candidate of the new Progressive Party of America,
former vice president Henry Wallace challenged Truman’s confronta-
tional foreign policy stance toward the Soviet Union, denounced seg-
regation everywhere he went, and promised the people expanded so-
cial services.

Dismissed by many conventional politicians of both parties as im-
practical and idealistic, Wallace was a stalwart defender of the down-
trodden and a consistent exponent of civil equality. He was an early
supporter of the black press’s wartime Double V campaign, and iden-
tified black suffrage as key to the domestic war against bigotry and dis-
crimination. Campaigning for the Democrats in 1940, Wallace argued
that the United States “cannot plead for equality of opportunity for
people everywhere and overlook the denial of the right to vote for mil-
lions of our own people.”

In addition to his unqualified support for civil rights, Wallace was
a steady backer of the United Nations. (“If the United Nations is un-
tested, let us test it. If the United Nations lacks support, let us sup-
port it. If the United Nations is weak, let us strengthen it.”) He was
also an uncensored critic of the president’s loyalty program, which he
denounced for engendering suspicion and intolerance, and which he
predicted would target supporters of civil rights and the UN such as
himself.

Throughout 1948, Wallace traveled the nation, speaking exclusively
to nonsegregated audiences. His open defiance of Jim Crow enraged
white supremacists, who shouted down the candidate, manhandled
his team, and disrupted rallies with violence. No hotel would admit
the Wallace entourage, so they slept, for the most part, in the homes
of black supporters, and ate out of picnic baskets on the side of the
road. He and his running mate, Idaho senator Glen Taylor, made it
out of the South alive, but were catcalled, pelted with rotten eggs, and
interrupted with cries of “Communist!” and “Nigger lover!” (Roughly
synonymous terms in the South.) Both he and the Progressive Party,
Wallace declared, “are fighting to end racial discrimination.” A defi-
ant Taylor scuftled with police and was arrested in Birmingham after
entering a building through the “Negroes Only” entrance.

The odds of a fractured Democratic Party beating a unified GOP
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seemed slim until the Republicans nominated New York governor
Thomas E. Dewey. Able and efficient, Dewey was also uninspiring
and overconfident. He was criticized for campaigning too little, but
that might have been clever—the Louisville Courier Journal reduced
Dewey’s stump speeches to four sentences: “Agriculture is important.
Our rivers are full of fish. You cannot have freedom without liberty.
The future lies ahead.”

THE 1948 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION

The 1948 election was the last before television transported political
debate from union halls and stadiums to private living rooms. Taking
to the rails, as Truman did, would be obsolete by 1952. In a breath-
taking demonstration of an old-fashioned whistle-stop campaign,
Truman gave 351 speeches before an estimated 12 million Ameri-
cans. He reminded America’s farmers and workers who had brought
them prosperity and won the war, and blamed the GOP-dominated
“do-nothing” 8oth Congress for high utility rates, a shortage of pub-
lic housing, and the lack of public health insurance. He railed against
“Republican gluttons of privilege.” When crowds chanted, “Give ’em
hell, Harry!” the president responded, “I don’t give 'em hell. I just tell
the truth and they think it’s hell.”

As election day neared, however, Truman was lagging in the polls.
In October, 50 top political journalists predicted Dewey’s victory. On
election night, after the polls had closed but before the votes had been
counted, the Chicago Tribune, a reliably Republican paper, ran as its
headline, “DEWEY DEFEATS TRUMAN.” The photograph of a beam-
ing president Truman holding up that paper the next day told it all:
in the most dramatic upset victory in presidential history, Truman
beat Dewey by 2.1 million popular votes, which translated to a 303 to
189 victory in the Electoral College. In California, Illinois, and Ohio,
states rich in electoral votes, black voters carried Truman across the
finish line. Thurmond carried four Deep South states with 39 electoral
votes; Wallace came in a distant fourth. The success of the National
States’ Rights Party with white southern voters signaled the begin-
ning of a massive shift in partisan allegiance in that region, from the
Democrats to, eventually, the Republicans. For the moment, however,
Truman’s victory brought with it Democratic majorities in Congress.
The new group of senators included Hubert Humphrey and “Land-
slide Lyndon” Johnson of Texas, who squeaked into office by 87 dis-
puted votes.
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Truman’s reelection demonstrated the continuing appeal of Roose-
velt’s New Deal reforms. Americans liked their newfound security,
and they wanted it to continue. Economic planners, political scien-
tists, and anti-Communist liberal organizations like the Americans for
Democratic Action (ADA) still centered their thought on FDR’s Four
Freedoms and his Economic Bill of Rights. President Truman’s “Fair
Deal” had all the earmarks of the era of New Deal economic rights.
“Every segment of our population and every individual has a right to
expect from our Government a fair deal,” he declared in his 1949 State
of the Union address.

The 81st Congress was responsive to Truman’s agenda. In the most
energetic effort at reform since 1935, Congress increased the minimum
wage, passed the National Housing Act of 1949 (which provided for
low-income housing units in rural and urban areas and for slum clear-
ance), increased Social Security benefits, and extended rent controls.
But Congress rejected Truman’s proposal for federal aid to education
as well as his plan for a national health insurance system —which was
denounced by the American Medical Association (AMA), in a massive
advertising campaign, as “socialized medicine” likely to “lead to social-
ization of other phases of American life.” The president’s civil rights
initiatives also languished.

Anti-Communist Crusades at Home

Harry Truman’s decision to scare the electorate into supporting anti-
Communism was a political choice that had lasting implications for do-
mestic life. In the name of constraining Communism abroad, Ameri-
cans constrained their Constitution at home. At the same time that
they ceded unprecedented power to the federal government, Ameri-
cans worried about the relationship between citizens and the state in
a democratic system. The efforts of Americans at every level of society
to extinguish anything hinting of “Communist subversion” had a pro-
found impact on American life for decades.

SEEING RED

Unlike the Socialist Party, which drew hundreds of thousands of votes
in the early twentieth century, the CPUSA as a political entity was never
all that important. More important was the influence of Communists
in a variety of industries and institutions. Midcentury American Com-
munists played important roles in industrial unions, in the motion pic-
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ture industry, in the world of literature and the arts, and in progres-
sive organizations such as the National Lawyers Guild, founded in 1937
to provide a counterweight to the American Bar Association, which
limited its membership to white Christian men. Government agencies
were crosscut with people who had rubbed shoulders, and sometimes
more than that, with Communists. But the vast majority of American
Communists were regular Joes, veterans, skilled workers whose kids
went to the local public school and who dreamed at night not of insur-
rection but of full employment and summer vacations.

In March 1947, President Truman established a loyalty program
for all civilian government employees. Under its terms, no individual
could work for the federal government if “reasonable grounds exist for
belief” that he or she was “disloyal to the Government of the United
States.” Evidence of “disloyalty” included membership in “any foreign
or domestic organization . . . designated by the Attorney General as
totalitarian, fascist, Communist, or subversive.” As during WWI, no
definition of “subversive” was ever offered.

The federal government was not the only organization worried
about disloyalty in its ranks. In 1946, Walter Reuther, the powerful
head of the United Auto Workers (UAW), purged Communists from
his organization. The Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) fol-
lowed hislead in 1949, and expelled nine unions, representing 900,000
workers, for refusing to purge themselves of Communist leaders. In
between, Congress passed the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, which re-
quired union leaders to sign oaths that they were not members of the
Communist Party. It also banned the closed shop (in which nonunion
workers could not be hired), and supported state “right to work” laws
that outlawed even a union shop (in which joining the union was re-
quired of new workers). Truman vetoed Taft-Hartley, gaining the ap-
plause of labor, but Congress overrode his veto.

Hollywood was another prominent location for Communists, many
of them refugees from Nazism. In 1947, the House Un-American Ac-
tivities Committee (HUAC) held hearings to determine the degree of
“Communist influence” in the motion picture industry. When ten “un-
friendly witnesses” refused to answer questions about their political
beliefs or to identify individual Communists, they were charged with
contempt of Congress and served jail terms of six months to one year.
They were then blacklisted by studio executives along with another
200 tight-lipped writers, actors, and directors.

There were internal threats to American security. Former State De-
partment officer Alger Hiss, who was convicted of perjury but not es-
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pionage, did pass government documents to the Soviets. Julius Rosen-
berg, who was arrested with his wife, Ethel, on charges of espionage in
1950, did recruit a circle of spies who provided Moscow with technical
information. But Julius did not have access to the atomic secrets he
was charged with passing to the Soviets. Those who did (and who later
confessed, including David Greenglass, Ethel Rosenberg’s brother)
served brief sentences in prison.

Julius Rosenberg was tried, justifiably, for espionage. Although also
convicted of espionage, Ethel Rosenberg was, effectively, tried for her
association with Julius, and for her long affiliation with Communist
organizations (Ethel and Julius met in 1936 at the Young Commu-
nist League). Electrocuted on June 19, 1953, Ethel and Julius Rosen-
berg remain the only civilians ever executed for conspiracy to commit
espionage.

SCARED

By 1950, if it was not a crime to be a Communist, it was dangerous to
associate with them. The 1950 Internal Security Act (better known as
the McCarran Act, for its sponsor, Nevada senator Patrick A. McCar-
ran) required that Communist organizations, including so-called
Communist front organizations, register with the attorney general
and produce membership lists. The act barred all members of regis-
tered organizations from government employment or private defense
industry work, and authorized the president to preemptively detain all
persons likely to participate “in acts of espionage or sabotage” in the
event of war or insurrection.

Harry Truman compared the McCarran Act with the Alien and
Sedition Acts of 1798, and he vetoed the bill. The president’s veto was
overridden by the same Congress he had fear-mongered into send-
ing aid to Turkey and Greece, with roughly the same rationale: Com-
munist success abroad threatened democracy at home. The victory of
Chinese Communists in their civil war in 1949 had brought further
evidence of the Communist menace, and the Russians’ detonation of
an atomic weapon in September 1949 triggered a new round of night-
mares.

By focusing on associations rather than actions, the McCarran Act
stifled political debate and opened the door to persecution on the basis
of belief, thus blurring the boundary between a free society and a police
state. Its goal was to contain the possibility of unorthodox thought. If
the American government was not quite telling people what to think,
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it was telling them what not to think, and whom to avoid in the process
of not thinking these things. In the dissent in Dennis v. United States
(1951), in which 11 members of the CPUSA were convicted of conspir-
ing to advocate the overthrow of government, that is, of talking about
talking about overthrowing the government, Supreme Court justices
Hugo Black and William O. Douglas were lonely defenders of the right
of free speech. In the margin of another justice’s concurring opinion,
Black wrote despairingly, “1st Amendment presumes that free speech
will preserve, not destroy, the nation.”

This assumption did not guide federal policy in the 1950s. The de-
fendants in Dennis were prosecuted under the Smith Act of 1940,
which made it a crime to “advocate” or “abet” the overthrow of the
government by violence, or to “organize any association which. . . en-
courages such an overthrow,” or to be a member of such an associa-
tion. There were only two prosecutions brought under the Smith Act
during WWII, because FDR’s attorneys general opposed the law. But
it remained on the books, ready to support the McCarran Act and to
smooth the way for the Dennis decision, which gave the green light to
the FBI. Two weeks after the decision, in June 1951, the FBI arrested
17 Communist leaders in New York. More arrests followed. Between
1951 and 1957, 145 members and leaders of the CPUSA were arrested
and prosecuted under the Smith Act.

In 1957 —after major personnel changes on the Supreme Court and
anegotiated end to the fighting in Korea— the justices reversed them-
selves, and ruled that mere belief in the need for violent overthrow of
the government was not punishable under the Smith Act. Even advo-
cacy of revolution was “too remote from concrete action” to warrant
restriction of First Amendment rights. As Justice John Marshall Har-
lan explained in Yates v. United States, “Those to whom the advocacy is
addressed must be urged to do something, now or in the future, rather
than merely to believe in something.”

ASSAULTS ON LIBERTY

Taken together, the federal loyalty program, the McCarran Act, and
prosecutions under the Smith Act had a profound “chilling effect” on
political expression in the United States. The loyalty program, in par-
ticular, all but demanded self-censorship. Explained one government
employee, “If Communists like apple pie and I do, I see no reason why
I should stop eating it. But I would.” During the Truman presidency
(1945-1953), more than 4.7 million government employees were inves-
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tigated. Approximately 20 percent (ca. 8,000) of these investigations
led to formal investigation by a department or agency loyalty board.
Of these individuals, 9o percent were cleared. Of the 500 or so people
actually fired, the Civil Service Commission’s Loyalty Review Board
overturned about a third of the disloyal verdicts. Thus, approximately
350 federal employees —roughly 1 for every 13,000 investigated — were
discharged because of doubts about their loyalty during the Truman
years.

If 9o percent of people quarantined during a smallpox epidemic
failed to develop the disease, doctors would blame the diagnostic. In
their investigations of more than 4 million federal civilian employ-
ees, government loyalty boards failed to uncover a single instance of
espionage or subversive malfeasance. This failure did not discourage
either Truman or his successor, Dwight D. Eisenhower, from pursu-
ing investigations. Perhaps hoping for an actual conviction, President
Eisenhower in May 1953 expanded the definition of disloyalty to in-
clude “any behavior, activities or associations which tend to show that
the individual is not reliable or trustworthy” (emphasis added). The
following October, Eisenhower added a new basis for automatic dis-
missal —invocation of the Fifth Amendment privilege against com-
pelled self-incrimination in an inquiry involving alleged disloyalty. Be-
tween 1947 and 1956, about 2,700 federal employees lost their jobs and
another 12,000 resigned “voluntarily” as a result of the government’s
loyalty program.

Many of these “voluntary” resignations were likely people who were
gay or homosexual. By 1950, the definition of government “subversives”
had broadened beyond political beliefs to include sexual behavior. Be-
cause homosexual conduct was illegal in every state, homosexuals
were at risk of blackmail as well as arrest, and thus, theoretically, could
endanger national security. The chairman of the Republican National
Committee wrote in a letter that “the sexual perverts who have infil-
trated our Government” were as dangerous as Communists. Tabloid
journalist Arthur Guy Mathews warned, “Communists are now con-
verting American youth to homosexuality to defeat us from within.” In
1950, a Senate Committee demanded “strict and careful screening” to
keep homosexuals “off the Government payroll.”

Loyalty investigations destroyed individual lives and pulled at the
threads of the social fabric. What associations tended to show unreli-
ability? Belief in racial equality and involvement in civil rights activities
was enough for some loyalty boards, because until 1948 the CPUSA
was the only political party to endorse equal rights for all. “The fact
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that a person believes in racial equality doesn’t prove that he’s a Com-
munist,” admitted the chairman of one loyalty board. “But it certainly
makes you look twice, doesn’t it? You can’t get away from the fact that
racial equality is part of the Communist line.”

The loyalty program undermined core American values of free
speech and due process. Defendants had no chance to confront or
cross-examine their accusers, who were often anonymous and unreli-
able, and the meaning of “disloyalty” itself was so fluid that it could
easily become synonymous with “critical.” University of Chicago Presi-
dent Robert Maynard Hutchins made this point in 1949. “It is now
fashionable to call anybody with whom we disagree a Communist or a
fellow-traveler,” he complained. “One who criticizes the foreign policy
of the United States, or the draft, . . . or who believes that our military
establishment is too expensive, can be called a fellow-traveler, for the
Russians are of the same opinion. One who thinks that there are too
many slums and too much lynching in America can be called a fellow-
traveler, for the Russians claim that they ought to be opposed.” By
limiting the capacity of Americans to think and speak critically about
their government, the loyalty program and anti-Communist legisla-
tion overturned the wisdom of the Founders that in a democratic so-
ciety the government is the servant, and not the master, of the people.

FIGHTIN JOE

This was the state of American politics when Joseph R. McCarthy
entered the conversation on Communism and loyalty. McCarthy’s
past was as imaginary as most of his charges of treason would turn
out to be. He campaigned as a war hero, but in fact had worked as an
intelligence officer; his limp was caused not by “ten pounds of shrap-
nel” in his leg but by slipping and falling while running a gauntlet of
paddle-wielding sailors during a navy hazing ceremony. In 1946, he
was elected to the Senate from Wisconsin. Looking for a way to make
his name, McCarthy took up the “Communists in government” theme.
In an infamous speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, in February 1950,
he waved a piece of paper and claimed to have a list of 205 Commu-
nists working in the State Department. Only a year after the “loss” of
China to Communism, McCarthy decried the “egg-sucking liberals”
whose “pitiful squealing . . . would hold sacrosanct those Communists
and queers” in the State Department who had sold China into “athe-
istic slavery.”
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Republicans supported McCarthy as long as he targeted Demo-
crats. McCarthy’s political tastes became more nonpartisan after his
reelection in 1952, however. In 1953, he was named chairman of the
Senate Committee on Government Operations, which included the
Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations. McCarthy ap-
pointed two lawyers, Roy Cohn and 27-year old Robert F. Kennedy,
as counsel to the subcommittee. The subcommittee investigated alle-
gations of Communist influence in the Voice of America (VOA) radio
network, which was administered by the State Department’s United
States Information Agency (USIA). Questioned on live television, be-
fore packed galleries, VOA personnel were subjected to false accusa-
tions and hostile innuendo by McCarthy and his lawyers. Roy Cohn
toured the overseas libraries sponsored by the USIA, looking for sub-
versive books written by Communists, fellow-travelers, or “controver-
sial persons.”

In the fall of 1953, the committee opened an investigation into the
United States Army. Republican president Dwight Eisenhower, who
had come to his position directly from his seat as first supreme com-
mander of NATO, was unsympathetic to McCarthy’s latest witch-
hunt, particularly after the committee mistreated Brigadier General
Ralph W. Zwicker, a WWII battlefield hero. The hearings, broadcast
on live television for 36 days, culminated in a dramatic confrontation
between McCarthy and Joseph Welch, the chief lawyer for the army,
after McCarthy attacked a young lawyer in Welch’s Boston firm for his
membership in the National Lawyers Guild, which Attorney General
Herbert Brownell Jr. had called “the legal mouthpiece of the Commu-
nist Party.” “Have you no decency, sir, at long last?” shouted Welch.
“Have you left no sense of decency?” It was as if a fever broke. The gal-
lery erupted in applause and a recess was called. The hearings were
inconclusive, and in December 1954 the Senate voted to censure their
colleague from Wisconsin.

Joseph McCarthy was not the only person to practice “McCarthy-
ism” during these Cold War years. Most Americans did the job for
themselves, every time they paused before reading a book, or going to
a meeting (of, say, the National Lawyers Guild), or signing a petition.
Edward R. Murrow, a pioneer in broadcast journalism and a clear-
headed observer of politics, summarized McCarthy this way:

His primary achievement has been in confusing the public mind, as be-
tween the internal and the external threats of Communism. We must
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not confuse dissent with disloyalty. We must remember always that
accusation is not proof and that conviction depends upon evidence and
due process of law. . . . We cannot defend freedom abroad by desert-
ing it at home. The actions of the junior Senator from Wisconsin have
caused alarm and dismay amongst our allies abroad, and given con-
siderable comfort to our enemies. And whose fault is that? Not really
his. He didn’t create this situation of fear; he merely exploited it—and
rather successfully.

The American Way of Life

The 1950s are often portrayed as orderly and smooth, a world where
fathers ruled benignly, women spent their energy on their family, and
children—and racial minorities—knew their place. But it was not so
simple. Keeping track of the generations helps clarify things. Men who
were between the ages of 20 and 45 in 1955 had likely seen service in
either WWII or Korea. The 20-year-old antiwar activists of 1968 spent
their school days learning how to “duck and cover” in case of atomic
attack. Events like the polio “plague season” of 1952, during which a
record 21,000 people suffered permanent paralysis and 3,000 died,
and the explosion that same year of the first hydrogen bomb, which
was far more powerful than the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, contributed to a growing sense of dread. Essayist James
Thurber thought America had become a “jumpy” nation, “afflicted
with night terrors,” perched not on the brink of war but on “the Brink
of Was” — of extinction.

THE CONSUMERS’ REPUBLIC

Americans linked their roles as consumers and citizens repeatedly in
the first half of the twentieth century by putting the market power
of the buyer to work politically. Sometimes these citizen-consumers
fought for consumer and worker safety through government regu-
lation and inspection; sometimes they used their collective buying
power to advance political goals, as in African Americans’ antisegre-
gation “don’t buy where you can’t work” boycotts in the 1930s. After
WWII, a new ideal emerged of the purchaser as citizen. As Life maga-
zine put it, mass consumption was a civic responsibility designed to
provide “full employment and improved living standards for the rest
of the nation.” The integration of citizenship and consumption in the
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new Consumers’ Republic left its mark on many aspects of postwar
American life, including its class structure, its race politics, its gender
dynamics, and the ways people related to the government.

Between 1945 and 1960, the gross national product (GNP) nearly
doubled, the median family income rose from $3,083 to $5,657, and
real wages rose by almost 30 percent. This remarkable prosperity was
fueled by a dramatic increase in consumer spending. The purchas-
ing frenzy was not simply the result of pent-up desire, or a response
to the “baby boom” that began as soon as the first wave of GIs came
home. Spending money was good for America, and it was government
policy. In 1950, President Truman insisted that “the uses of the powers
of Government to achieve a higher living standard and a fair deal for all
the people is not statism and it is not socialism. It is part of the Ameri-
can tradition.” In 1958, the editor of Fortune magazine drew the obvi-
ous conclusion using the familiar Cold War vocabulary. “Thrift is now
un-American,” he proclaimed.

Before the 1950s, most Americans saved up for major purchases or
bought them through installment plans. Before the war, there were
gas and retail store charge cards, but third-party universal cards were
an innovation of the 1950s. The first was Diner’s Club in 1949. Ameri-
can Express, Bank of America, and Chase Manhattan followed in 1958.
This “democratization of credit” made it much easier for middle-class
Americans to accumulate both consumer goods and debt. Total pri-
vate debt more than doubled during the 1950s, from $104.8 billion to
$263.3 billion, facilitating the purchase of, among other things, 56 mil-
lion automobiles, 50 million televisions, and 143 million radios.

In addition to credit expansion, government spending fueled eco-
nomic growth. Apart from military spending, the most important
federal investment in the economy took place via the GI Bill, which
helped 16 million servicemen and women restart their lives through
three key benefits: unemployment insurance, which expanded pur-
chasing power even in a moment of high unemployment; tuition for
further education or training, which injected capital into higher edu-
cation; and loans to purchase land or homes or to start a business,
which supported both banks and the housing industry. One-fifth of all
single-family residences built between 1945 and 1960 were financed by
GI Bill mortgages. Most of these homes were built in the new suburbs
sprouting up on the edge of cities.
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FLUSHING TOGETHER

Architectural conformism and social like-mindedness were intrinsic to
the new planned communities, with their single-family homes, lawns,
and driveways. So was racial homogeneity. After Shelley v. Kramer in
1948, municipal governments could not enforce residential covenants
forbidding home sales to racial and religious minorities. No worries:
realtors did the job for them. The ethics code of the National Associa-
tion of Real Estate Boards, which did not allow black members, speci-
fied that a realtor “should never be instrumental in introducing to a
neighborhood . . . any individual whose presence will be clearly detri-
mental to property values. . . . No matter what the motive or character
of the would-be purchaser.” By 1970, America’s suburban population
was 95 percent white.

In addition to being white, suburbanites were mostly Protestant,
young, and married with children. After a post-1945 spike in which
hasty wartime marriages were dissolved, the divorce rate ebbed be-
fore surging in the 1960s. Reversing a trend of a hundred years, Ameri-
cans married younger in the postwar years. Between 1940 and 1955,
the United States’ population grew 27 percent, from 130 million to 165
million. Life magazine called children the “Built-in Recession Cure,”
concluding that this massive generation soon tagged the “baby boom-
ers” would drive consumer design, production, and advertisement,
and constantly renew postwar prosperity.

During WWII, American women had helped build battleships and
aircraft carriers. Now they were told by Life magazine that “of all the
accomplishments of the American woman, the one she brings oft with
the most spectacular success is having babies.” The rigidity of middle-
class gender norms of the mid-1950s left little wiggle room for enter-
prising women, who found themselves contained in the home. Wives
were advised to forget their own preferences. In 1950, a trustee of Bar-
nard College—the women’s arm of Columbia University —called on
educated women to announce “that no job is more exacting, more nec-
essary, or more rewarding than that of housewife and mother.”

What did all these stay-at-home suburban mothers do with their
time? In addition to caring for the children and the house, mothers
joined and ran clubs, served on the school PTA, led Girl Scout troops,
played bridge, gardened, joined local political movements, and some-
times started their own. And they drove. They drove to the new sub-
urban malls that lured shoppers away from downtown department
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stores with one-stop shopping and massive parking lots (why paral-
lel park a 207-inch-long Buick Roadmaster sedan when there was an
attractive alternative?). Women drove from suburb to city, from sub-
urb to suburb, on the new roads created by the Highways Act of 1956,
whose 41,000 miles of highway connected the new communities and
also, not incidentally, connected the East Coast with the remote loca-
tions in the hinterland where atomic weapons were stockpiled.

If the 1950s were conformist, it is in part because television set a
common standard for Americans north, south, east, and west to ob-
serve and emulate. Radio languished after 1950. Who wanted to listen
to a baseball game when the World Series was on live TV? The mi-
nority of Americans who did not own a television set by 1960 could
always cluster around the windows of the nearest appliance store. At-
tendance at movies and nightclubs plummeted. Not only did television
influence political beliefs and expose millions of people to the same
joke at the same time; it shaped their personal habits. Millions of toi-
lets flushed simultaneously during the commercial breaks of the most
popular live TV shows. E pluribus unum, indeed!

“HORROR IN THE NURSERY”

In 1952, between 80 and 100 million comic books were sold every
week in the United States, and the average issue was passed along to
six or more readers. A third of those comic books were horror comics
with titles like Chamber of Chills and Tales from the Crypt. Most of the
rest were crime comics, or romance, plus Donald Duck and Archie. In
the early 1950s, comic books reached more people than magazines,
radio, or television did. Most of those people were children.

In April 1954, a subcommittee of the Senate Judiciary Commit-
tee charged with investigating the causes of juvenile delinquency put
comic books on the stand. The star witness for the prosecution was Dr.
Fredric Wertham, a psychiatrist whose best-selling book, Seduction of
the Innocents, argued that comic books taught children racism and
sadism. Comic books, intoned Dr. Wertham, were “definitely harm-
ful to impressionable people,” and who could be more impressionable
than children? He condemned Wonder Woman as sadomasochistic and
Batman as homoerotic, and linked violent comics with rising levels of
juvenile crime. William Gaines, the publisher of a number of horror
comics and, later, Mad magazine, defended the industry as being in
good taste. Gaines was skewered by Tennessee senator Estes Kefauver,
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the grandstanding committee chairman, who questioned Gaines about
an issue of Crime SuspenStories:

KEFAUVER: Here is your May 22 issue. This seems to be a man with a
bloody axe holding a woman’s head up which has been severed from
her body. Do you think that is in good taste?

GAINES: Yes, sir, I do, for the cover of a horror comic. A cover in bad
taste, for example, might be defined as holding the head a little higher
so that the neck could be seen dripping blood from it, and moving
the body over a little further so that the neck of the body could be
seen to be bloody.

KEFAUVER: You have blood coming out of her mouth.

GAINES: Alittle.

By November 1954, 70 percent of Americans believed that comic
books were a cause of juvenile crime. A dozen states passed laws re-
stricting the sale of comic books. There were public comic book burn-
ings. Rather than give comics the equivalent of a motion picture
R rating, the Comics Magazine Association of America imposed an
extremely restrictive code of standards that put most comic books out
of business. When comics came back in the 1960s, they featured super-
heroes— Spider Man, the Green Lantern, the Incredible Hulk. “It was
a bad time to be weird,” one artist recalled later. “You were either a
Communist or a juvenile delinquent.”

The line dividing the comics’ advocates and opponents was gen-
erational, not geographic. This was not the heartland rising up against
the coastal cultural elites. When William Gaines defended gory comics
as being in good taste, he offended not only parents but also the pre-
sumed custodians of good taste. Rather than protect the young from
the wider culture, comics’ critics sought to protect the wider culture
from the young—to contain the influence of youth-based commercial
culture.

The culture wars of the 1950s and 1960s are usually seen as rooted
in rock and roll music, but this is not quite true. There was something
subversive to comic books, with their gangsters and their supersexy (if
headless) women. Rock and roll did not provide its own opening act.
Chuck Berry and Elvis Presley added the soundtrack to a scene drawn
in comic books. And then they turned up the volume.
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GOOD ROCKIN TONIGHT

In 1950 Americans purchased 189 million records. By the end of the de-
cade that number hit 600 million. Teenagers accounted for nearly 70
percent of all record sales. Parents could complain about the “jungle
rhythms” of the new music, the creeping Negrophilia of rock and roll,
but record producers knew who their audience was: the largest gen-
eration of teenagers ever seen, with the greatest purchasing power of
American adolescents in history.

In August 1953, one of those teenagers walked into the offices of
Sun Records in Mempbhis, Tennessee, and asked to buy enough min-
utes of studio time to make a recording. Born in Tupelo, Mississippi,
in 1935, Elvis Aaron Presley moved with his parents to Memphis when
he was 13 years old. Neither prosperous nor ever quite respectable,
Elvis’s family straddled the margins of the color line in the postwar
South. Elvis lived in a middle-class neighborhood in Memphis, but in
a black middle-class neighborhood. There he listened to “race music”
and hung out on Beale Street, the hub of Mempbhis’s thriving blues
scene. By his senior year in high school, Elvis dressed in the flashy
clothes sold by Lansky Brothers, a Beale Street store that catered to
black clientele. There were other fashion peculiarities: Elvis grew out
his sideburns and styled his hair with rose oil and Vaseline. He wore
mascara and eyeliner.

Sun Records was owned by a white native Alabaman, Sam Phillips,
who was smitten with the blues. Phillips was one of the few south-
ern whites who would record African American musicians, and he re-
corded some of the very best: B. B. King, Howlin’ Wolf, Junior Parker.
When 18-year-old Elvis Presley showed up wanting to sing, Phillips
was intrigued. It was another year before Presley recorded his rocka-
billy hits “That’s All Right, Mama” and “Blue Moon of Kentucky,” and
a bit longer still before the radio stations would play him: he sounded
too black for the white stations, and the black stations thought he
sounded too much like a hillbilly.

Having bled comics dry in the early 1950s, the national press con-
cerned with juvenile delinquency and morality feasted on Elvis Presley
in the late 1950s. Reporters’ critique had less to do with the songs Elvis
sang than with his onstage performance, and his effect on his audi-
ences. Cultural critics denounced his act as “strip-tease with clothes
on” that left youngsters convulsive. Suddenly everything was blamed
on “Elvis the Pelvis,” as he was nicknamed for his habit of leading with
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his crotch when he danced. Juvenile delinquency, the breakdown of
morality and cultural values, race mixing, irreligion: all were blamed
on the mild-mannered and unfailingly polite young man from Mem-
phis.

Raised smack-dab on the color line, Elvis Presley embodied the
cultural hybridity that characterized many parts of the South. Like
many white southerners, Elvis spent his youth surrounded by African
Americans: at the Assembly of God church he attended in Mississippi,
where he learned to love gospel music; in his neighborhood in Mem-
phis; on Beale Street and on the radio he listened to at night. If he had
closed himself to the black culture all around him, Elvis would never
have made the music he did. Years later, Sam Phillips was still amazed
by Elvis’s openness to the world. “The lack of [racial] prejudice on the
part of Elvis Presley had to be one of the biggest things that ever could
have happened to us. . . . It was almost subversive, sneaking around
through the music—but we hit things a little bit, don’t you think? I
went out into this no-man’s land, and I knocked the shit out of the
color line.”

The immediate postwar years in the United States were prosperous
economically but politically tumultuous. The period 1946 to 1953
was characterized by boundary marking: Communist versus non-
Communist, “loyal” versus “disloyal,” conformist versus contrarian. In
1949, University of Chicago president Robert Maynard Hutchins, an
outspoken defender of freedom of thought and expression, addressed
the question of ideological conformity and government censorship in
an early test of government assaults on the First Amendment. Testi-
tying before a committee of the Illinois state legislature, Hutchins’s
exchange with committee counsel J. B. Matthews demonstrated the
danger of employing totalitarian techniques in the interest of protect-
ing a democracy:

MATTHEWS: Do you recall the manner in which President Truman
characterized Communist Party members when he was asked
about it?

HUTCHINS: I do.

MATTHEWS: His statement was that they are all traitors.

HUTCHINS: I recall his statement.
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MATTHEWS: Do you concur with the President?
HUTCHINS: Am I required to?

Hutchins’s sarcastic question went to the heart of early Cold War
America. The question of whether individuals or groups or even
states had an obligation to concur with the executive branch would
be raised over and over again in the coming years. Did the South have
to abide by Supreme Court decisions on civil rights? With whom did
war powers reside— Congress or the president? Were young people
obliged to agree with their elders, or was it their responsibility to ques-
tion authority? Were the agencies created by NSC-68, especially the
CIA, answerable to anyone beyond themselves? Were private citizens
required to obey segregations laws? By 1953, when Sam Phillips re-
corded Elvis Presley, the war had been over for eight years—but it
seemed like the world just got scarier and scarier.



FIGURE 8. Members of the Congress of Racial Equality participate in a protest at
Woolworth’s lunch counter on September 9, 1960. Left to right: Jerome Smith, Ruth
Despenza, Joyce Taylor, Hugh Murray Jr., Archie Alen, and William Harrell. Photo
by Ralph Uribe. Courtesy of The Times-Picayune Archive and Barcroft Media.



CHAPTER 8

At Odds, 1954—1965

Earl Warren was no stranger to racial discrimination. As attorney gen-
eral of California, he presided in 1942 over the forced relocation of
thousands of Japanese Americans considered a wartime security risk
on the coast. As governor, he saw the Ku Klux Klan blossom in areas
newly populated by African American war workers. But he was also
well-acquainted with arguments against racism, many of which were
articulated most forcefully in his home state. Following a successful
lawsuit brought by the League of United Latin American Citizens
(LULAC) in 1947, Warren oversaw the desegregation of California
public schools. In 1948, the Republican governor observed that the sky
did not fall when the California Supreme Court declared that racially
restrictive marriage laws, which in California and 30 other states pro-
hibited marriages between “whites” and “nonwhites,” served no public
good and were an unconstitutional infringement on the fundamental
rights of citizens.

After coming within inches of the vice presidential mansion as
Thomas Dewey’s running mate in 1948, Warren was serving an un-
precedented third term as governor of the nation’s most racially
heterogeneous state when President Dwight Eisenhower appointed
him chief justice of the Supreme Court in October 1953. The new chief
justice was confronted immediately with the most incendiary ques-
tion in American politics: the race question. Five separate NAACP-
sponsored school desegregation cases from four states and the District
of Columbia were already on the court’s docket when Warren arrived
in Washington.

The Supreme Court had not ruled on a racial discrimination case
since 1948, but a 20-year string of NAACP antidiscrimination victories
marked a clear legal trajectory. Fractured along personal and political
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lines, the court was divided between those who considered segrega-
tion “Hitler’s creed” (in the words of Justice Robert Jackson, who had
prosecuted leading Nazis at the Nuremberg trials after World War II)
and those who were unprepared to impose a social revolution on the
South. Patient, polite, and aware of popular support for racial segrega-
tion in public life, Warren worked assiduously to find the judicial com-
mon ground in which to root a unanimous opinion.

The opinion in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas (after
10-year-old Linda Brown, the plaintiff whose name came first alpha-
betically) was written by Warren and delivered by him on behalf of a
unanimous court on May 17, 1954. The ruling itself was short and to
the point. It was the opinion of the court “that in the field of public
education the [Plessy] doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place.
Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.” Sidestepping
the implementation question entirely, the chief justice explained that
the court would consult with southern state attorneys general about
compliance. These consultations informed the court’s vague imple-
mentation decision a year later, known as Brown II, which directed
local authorities to move with “all deliberate speed” toward the goal
of desegregated public schools.

The Brown decision did not override Plessy v. Ferguson or herald the
downfall of Jim Crow. It did not destroy the legal basis for racial seg-
regation: that would not happen until 1967, when the Supreme Court,
still led by Earl Warren, declared racially restrictive marriage laws un-
constitutional. It did not mark the beginning of a mass movement for
civil rights—that movement’s roots went back to the interracial orga-
nizations of the 1930s and the voting rights challenges of the 1940s.
The decision did, however, highlight the potentially revolutionary role
of the judiciary in setting the boundaries of public life, and it revived
old debates about the proper relation of federal power to state power.
Responses to the ruling spanned the spectrum from violent resistance
to prayerful compliance, and revealed deep divisions among Ameri-
cans about the definition of equal citizenship, the capacity and will of
the nation to live up to its core principles, and the role of the judiciary
in a republic of laws. Taunted by the Soviet Union and its allies for
the deep inequities that continued to mar the American republic and
challenged by civil rights activists to overcome them, Americans were
forced to confront their own conflicting values and desires.
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A Nation of Men or of Laws? Responses to Brown

Announcing the Brown decision was one thing. Enforcing it was an-
other. Both the court and the NAACP underestimated the cost that
white southerners would pay to maintain segregation. Rather than
concede the sovereignty of the Supreme Court in matters relating
to the Constitution, some white southerners declared war on the
court. Others, however, spotted the flexibility of the court’s ruling in
Brown IT and worked to resist desegregation legally. The tokenism and
foot-dragging achieved via “minimum compliance” with the court’s
implementation decree in Brown II ultimately proved a more viable
way to protect white supremacy than violent resistance.

MASSIVE RESISTANCE

White southerners did not all react to Brown the same way. Just two
weeks after Brown’s announcement, the 10,000 messengers of the
Southern Baptist Convention endorsed the Supreme Court’s deci-
sion, proclaiming it “in harmony with the constitutional guarantee
of equal freedom to all citizens, and with the Christian principles of
equal justice and love for all men.” The Presbyterians, Methodists, and
Catholics quickly followed suit. In Baltimore, officials implemented a
desegregation plan they had drawn up in advance. The city’s Catho-
lic archdiocese, whose privately funded schools were unaffected by
Brown, took a preemptive stance against white flight to parochial
schools by announcing its intention to follow the ruling.

Desegregation proceeded largely without incident in the North and
the West, although the number of nonwhite children to enter previ-
ously all-white schools remained miniscule until the mid-1960s. The
Upper South (Delaware, Maryland, West Virginia, Tennessee, and
Arkansas) followed a similar trajectory, particularly in cities. Most of
west Texas desegregated peacefully after 1955, as did North Carolina
and southern Missouri.

Had all the public officials sworn to uphold the law actually done
so, this pattern might have held true across the entire nation. But they
did not, and the resigned submission of law-abiding white southerners
proved no match for the organized passion of their more combustive
neighbors. Many southern politicians and journalists denounced what
they called the “activism” of the Supreme Court. Mississippi senator
James Eastland, who chaired the Senate Judiciary Committee’s sub-
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committee on civil rights, warned that the South would not “abide by
or obey this legislative decision by a political court.” The court’s vague
directive in Brown II (1955) mollified no one.

In the spring of 1956, 82 of 106 southern congressmen and every
southern senator except Lyndon B. Johnson of Texas and Albert Gore
and Estes Kefauver of Tennessee (all three of whom had national po-
litical ambitions) signed what its Senate sponsors Strom Thurmond
and Richard Russell called the “Southern Manifesto.” The manifesto
denounced the Brown decision as a “clear abuse of judicial power” and
called for white southerners to resist by “any lawful means” what it
labeled “forced integration.”

Southerners responded enthusiastically to this invitation to what
Virginia Democrat Harry Byrd dubbed “massive resistance.” In the
Mississippi Delta, where the first White Citizens” Council organiza-
tions were formed to forestall implementation of the Brown decision,
whites waged an economic war of attrition against African American
parents who had filed desegregation petitions with local school boards
by boycotting black-owned businesses and firing employees who
dared assert their rights. The Mississippi legislature created the State
Sovereignty Commission, a secret police force designed to “prevent
encroachment upon the rights of this and other states by the Federal
Government.” In a deliberate effort to tie up the NAACP in court, Mis-
sissippi and other states abolished mandatory school attendance laws.

Given a green light by Congress, other states refused to enforce
Brown. Alienating almost as many white parents as black ones, Vir-
ginia closed any public school ordered to desegregate (the state bought
off the white parents by offering to pay their children’s tuition at seg-
regated private schools). Playing to the masses, South Carolina and
Alabama adorned their state capitols with the Confederate battle flag,
which had not flown atop a government building for 9o years. Geor-
gia incorporated the stars and bars into its state flag. Vacillating, white
southern self-denominated “moderates” stood by helplessly through it
all, prompting journalist Carl Rowan to ask, “For what are the ‘moder-
ates’? Are they moderately for or against compliance with the United
States Supreme Court’s decision?”

VIOLENCE

The Eisenhower administration’s reluctance to intervene as south-
ern state governments encouraged defiance of federal law embold-



At Odds, 1954-1965 * 235

ened more extreme defenders of racial hierarchy and oppression in
the South. Reviving tactics used against black voter registration drives
in the late 1940s, white supremacists in the Deep South turned to vio-
lence to protect their privileged way of life. Between May and August
1955, three black political leaders were gunned down in the Mississippi
Delta. Two, the Reverend George Lee, an NAACP activist, and Lamar
Smith, a farmer and WWII veteran active in voter registration efforts,
were killed; a third, Gus Courts, a grocer and NAACP member, re-
covered from his wounds and fled the state.

Mississippi’s reign of terror might have passed unnoticed by the
rest of America had half brothers Roy Bryant and J. W. Milam not de-
cided to punish 14-year-old Emmett Till after he offended Bryant’s
22-year-old wife, Carolyn. A summer visitor from Chicago, Till was
unfamiliar with the elaborate social rules of Jim Crow Mississippi.
Bryant and Milam did not intend to kill Emmett when they carried
him away in the back of their pickup truck from the home of his great-
uncle, sharecropper Moses Wright. But Till's defiance sealed his fate.
Enraged, Bryant and Milam beat the teenager brutally before execut-
ing him with a shot to the head. Then they tied a fan from an old cot-
ton gin to Till’s body and threw him into the Tallahatchie River. His
decomposing body surfaced three days later.

Emmett’s mother, Mamie Till, was determined to impart meaning
to her only son’s death. Insisting that Emmett’s body be sent by train
to Chicago rather than buried in Mississippi, Mamie staged an open-
casket funeral attended by 50,000 grim-faced black Chicagoans. In
September, Jet, a leading African American magazine, brought south-
ern violence before the eyes of the entire country when it published
sickening photographs of Till’s mutilated corpse.

Milam and Bryant’s trial put tiny Sumner, Mississippi, on the world
stage, as nearly 100 newspaper reporters and television crews crowded
into the courtroom. The determination of Mississippi’s political estab-
lishment to protect the reputation of their state by providing a fair trial
was undermined by the claim of the local sheriff that the killing was an
NAACP plot and by the defense lawyer’s challenge to the jury to sum-
mon their Anglo-Saxon courage and acquit the defendants. They did.
Free men and immune from further prosecution, Milam and Bryant
sold their story to Look magazine in early 1956 and admitted that they
had, in fact, killed Emmett Till.

Of all the causes offered for the blossoming of civil rights activism
after 1955, one —rage —is often overlooked. After the Brown decision,
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angry and defensive white southerners reacted more decisively to
black behavior that challenged racial norms. Rather than intimidating
black southerners, however, white aggression convinced many people
who had never before participated in civil rights protest to push back
against white oppression and discrimination. People were frightened,
but they were also galvanized. Young African Americans as diverse as
Mississippian Anne Moody, who was horrified by the murder of some-
one her own age in her home state, and Black Panthers leader Eldridge
Cleaver, who was enraged by the lynching of black males for perceived
violation of white womanhood, found themselves propelled toward
activism by the murder of Emmett Till and the acquittal of his killers
by an all-white, all-male Mississippi jury. As Till’s great-uncle Moses
Wright concluded in 1956, “What happened down there last year is
going to help us all”

THE MONTGOMERY BUS BOYCOTT

Rosa Parks’s refusal to surrender a bus seat to a white rider on Thurs-
day, December 1, 1955, marked the culmination, not the beginning, of
her civil rights activism. In the 1930s, the seamstress and her husband,
Raymond, hosted Voters League meetings and raised money for the
defense of the Scottsboro Boys, nine young men accused falsely of
rape in Alabama. In 1944, Parks organized the Committee for Equal
Justice, which brought attention to the rape of black women by white
men and demanded their arrest and prosecution. By 1955, Parks had
been Secretary of the Montgomery branch of the NAACP for more
than a decade, where she worked alongside E. D. Nixon, who was
president of the Alabama NAACP and head of the local Brotherhood
of Sleeping Car Porters. Parks’s later explanation of her action on the
bus— “I felt it was just something I had to do”—obscured, perhaps in-
tentionally, the organization that both preceded and transformed her
one-woman sit-down strike into something larger.

While Parks waited to be bailed out of jail, her colleagues in the
Montgomery Women’s Political Council (WPC) called for a one-day
boycott of city busses by African American patrons to protest Parks’s
arrest. The following Monday, the busses ran empty, their usual occu-
pants packed into private automobiles or walking purposefully down
the sidewalk. The hastily organized Montgomery Improvement Asso-
ciation (MIA) called a mass meeting that evening to test community
support for a continued boycott. An overflow crowd at Holt Street
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Baptist Church sang, prayed, and listened spellbound to the speech of
a 26-year-old newcomer to town, the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.

King cast the boycott as both patriotic and Christian. Observing
that “we couldn’t do this” in a Communist dictatorship, he declared
the constitutional right to protest “the great glory of American democ-
racy” and exhorted his listeners to “keep God in the forefront. Let us
be Christian in all of our actions.” King affirmed the crowd’s primary
identity as American citizens “determined to apply our citizenship
to the fullness of its meaning,” and he called on the nation to live up
to its democratic promise. Tying the boycott to the Brown decision,
King then connected both to divine authority. “If we are wrong,” he
thundered, “then the Supreme Court of this nation is wrong. If we are
wrong, the Constitution of the United States is wrong. If we are wrong,
God Almighty is wrong.”

In the beginning, the MIA’s goals were modest: black riders wanted
to be treated courteously by bus drivers, have black drivers on routes
through black neighborhoods, and have seats distributed on a “first
come, first served” basis, with blacks filling the bus from rear to front
and whites from front to rear. The city refused. With the backing of the
NAACP, the MIA challenged the segregated bus laws. In June 1956, a
three-judge federal court ruled in Browder v. Gayle that city and state
bus segregation statutes were unconstitutional. The Supreme Court
upheld the decision in November. Montgomery’s African Americans
returned to the buses in December and sat where they liked.

If Montgomery’s buses were integrated by court order and not as a
result of the boycott, did the boycott really matter? It did, for organi-
zational and tactical reasons. Rather than being led by the NAACP, the
boycott was organized by Montgomery’s black workingwomen and
their ministers. Shortly after the boycott, King and other preacher-
politicians founded the Southern Christian Leadership Conference,
which combined basic Christian tenets like the “beloved community”
of believers with a commitment to social and political equality. Rooted
in the South, the SCLC nevertheless benefited tremendously from the
advice and support of northern-based campaigners for social justice
such as Ella Baker and Bayard Rustin, whose institutional memory
included the CIO’s dramatic sit-down strikes of the 1930s, the mass
media campaign for the Scottsboro Boys, and the March on Washing-
ton Movement during WWIIL. When it came time to roll, the SCLC
would not have to reinvent the wheel.
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TROUBLE IN LITTLE ROCK

The “Southern Manifesto,” which damned the Supreme Court school
decisions as encroachments on “the reserved rights of the States and
the people,” complicated the lives of southern governors, who had to
bring their states into compliance with federal law. If Congress could
defy the court, why couldn’t governors? Was it not true, as states’
rights advocates argued, that “a sovereign state is immune to federal
court orders?”

The Upper South city of Little Rock, Arkansas, was an unexpected
location for the first showdown between the federal government and a
southern governor over desegregation. Governor Orval E. Faubus was
prepared to stand by while Little Rock implemented its school deseg-
regation plan, which called for “the least amount of integration over
the longest period.” However, under pressure from parents and anti-
integration civic associations emboldened by the defiance of many
southern lawmakers, Faubus capitulated.

Nine African American students had been chosen to integrate Cen-
tral High School on September 4, 1957. The six girls and three boys
were prevented from entering the school by a threatening mob of
white Arkansans on one side and the Arkansas National Guard on the
other. Had the guardsmen let the black students inside the school,
there would have been no constitutional crisis. But when the National
Guard turned away the Little Rock Nine, it preserved the peace while
maintaining segregation, in defiance of federal authority.

Republican president Dwight D. Eisenhower, elected in 1952, re-
fused to exert pressure on southern elected officials to enforce the
Brown decision. Eisenhower’s disclaimer “I don’t believe you can
change the hearts of men with laws or decisions” encouraged segre-
gationists and enraged southern moderates like Faubus, who were re-
sponsible for enforcing the new, deeply unpopular law. The president
was also frustrated. What was he supposed to do? Send in the army to
enforce the orders of a federal court?

On September 24, 1957, Eisenhower authorized the army to subdue
a mob and dispatched the 101st Airborne Division to Little Rock. That
evening, the president addressed the nation on television. When local
government refuses to uphold the rule of law, Eisenhower explained,
“the President’s responsibility is inescapable.” Distancing himself from
the court, Eisenhower explained, “Our personal opinions about the
decision have no bearing on the matter of enforcement; the responsi-
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bility and authority of the Supreme Court to interpret the Constitu-
tion are very clear.” It was the duty of Americans to set aside personal
distaste and obey the law not only for its own sake, but to demon-
strate “to the world that we are a nation in which laws, not men, are
supreme.”

Far from being a local issue, what happened in Little Rock con-
cerned the entire nation and was of interest to the world. America’s
long-brewing domestic civil rights problem had become a foreign
policy liability. “Our enemies are gloating over this incident and using
it everywhere to misrepresent our whole nation,” Eisenhower la-
mented. In addition to violating the nation’s own principles of equality
before the law, the United States was also revealing itself as “a vio-
lator of those standards of conduct which the peoples of the world
united to proclaim in the Charter of the United Nations.” Commanded
once again by the general who had led the way to Berlin, the army
now cleared the path for nine young Americans to claim their rights as
guaranteed by the Constitution. Escorted into Central High on Sep-
tember 25, 1957, Minnijean Brown, one of the nine, said, “For the first
time in my life I feel like an American citizen.”

A Divided America in the Cold War Years

The distance between America’s rhetoric about equality and the na-
tion’s intricate system of legal discrimination by race had long left the
United States vulnerable to charges of hypocrisy by its own citizens
and outsiders alike. For a nation that styled itself “the leader of the
free world,” it was no longer possible to ignore these charges. Increas-
ingly, America’s credibility as a world leader was tied to its treatment
of its most vulnerable citizens at home. Although not an enthusias-
tic supporter of the Civil Rights Movement, President Eisenhower
understood the connection between civil disturbance at home and
America’s image abroad. As he noted in his Little Rock speech in 1957,
white southern disrespect for the law had damaged “the nation in the
eyes of the world.”

THE DANGERS OF A BIPOLAR WORLD

The domestic gap between democratic rhetoric and reality visible in
places like Little Rock was matched and underscored by a parallel ten-
dency in American foreign policy. In their efforts to uproot Commu-
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nism, policymakers often had trouble separating political questions
from economic questions. A totalitarian political system was clearly in-
compatible with democracy. In a bipolar political universe, it was easy
to conceptualize economic systems as similarly opposed. Democrati-
cally elected regimes that favored protectionist or nationalizing eco-
nomic policies were seen (rightly) as threats to American economic
interests and thus (wrongly, or at least not necessarily) as threats to
American foreign policy interests.

Political leaders could be enthusiastic about democracy and still re-
sist market forms that favored European or American economic inter-
ests over their own national ones and support policies common in
European social democracies, such as national health insurance. But
such regimes were branded “Communist” by American intelligence
agencies and conservative members of Congress.

Neither Guatemala’s Jacobo Arbenz Guzmén nor Iran’s Moham-
mad Mosaddegh were Communist dupes of Moscow. Both, however,
had been elected after promising to reduce the control of foreign cor-
porations over their nations’ economies. Mosaddegh nationalized the
British-controlled Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. Arbenz proposed a
land-reform policy and seized more than 200,000 acres controlled
by the American-owned United Fruit Company, the most profit-
able business in Guatemala. Branding Arbenz and Mosaddegh Com-
munists, the newly created Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) orga-
nized military coups against both leaders in 1953 and 1954. In Iran, the
United States installed the pro-western Shah Mohammad Reza Pah-
lavi. Arbenz was replaced in Guatemala by a right-wing military dic-
tatorship that inaugurated a bloody campaign to annihilate the po-
litical Left. The relative ease with which the CIA engineered “regime
change” in these early days of the Cold War encouraged a false sense
of invincibility among American foreign policymakers while alienat-
ing nations that might have been allies.

During WWII, Franklin Roosevelt had been sympathetic to the
calls of Vietnamese nationalists for an end to French colonial rule in
Indochina (Vietnam). After the “fall” of China to Mao Zedong’s Com-
munists in 1949, however, the United States began to worry that the
slightest push would cause the rest of Southeast Asia to topple like
dominoes into the Communist camp. In 1954, the French, defeated by
Vietnamese forces at the jungle fortress of Dien Bien Phu, signed the
Geneva Accords, which called for popular elections in 1956. Refus-
ing to reconcile itself to the possibility that Communists would win
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the day, the United States supported Ngo Dinh Diem, a corrupt but
staunchly anti-Communist leader in the south of the country who re-
fused to participate in the elections. This was not the first time the
United States strapped itself to an unsavory leader whose only re-
deeming characteristic was an aversion to property redistribution,
and it would not be the last; but in the case of Vietnam, the cost of first
alliance and then intervention would be higher than anyone dreamed
at the time.

The propensity of top American foreign policy analysts to see left-
leaning nationalist movements in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and
the Middle East as Soviet pawns severely limited US relations with
much of the world in the 1950s and left a bitter aftertaste that per-
sists. Both the USSR and the United States supported unsavory Third
World surrogates in pursuit of superpower interests. But whereas the
Soviets straightforwardly incorporated their satellites into an empire
directed from Moscow, the United States promised its allies freedom
and democracy —which is why the Americans, more than the Rus-
sians, were vulnerable to charges of hypocrisy when right-wing allies
in Spain or Portugal or Chile crushed popular movements upholding
democratic ideals.

BRINKSMANSHIP

Dwight Eisenhower, the former supreme commander of the Allied
forces and NATO, came to the presidency well-equipped to man-
age foreign policy. Convinced of the superiority of American ideals
of democracy and free enterprise and determined to counter Soviet
expansion with American military might, Eisenhower was also a fis-
cal conservative determined to balance the budget. In pursuit of both
agendas, he lowered defense spending by increasing the nuclear arse-
nal and cutting conventional troops and weapons. A new strategy of
massive retaliation promised that any Soviet attack on an American
ally would trigger a nuclear assault on the USSR.

Termed “brinksmanship” by its critics, after Secretary of State John
Foster Dulles’s apparent willingness to bring the world to the brink of
nuclear war before settling differences diplomatically, Eisenhower’s
foreign policy did not comfort a nation already spooked by the addi-
tion of the hydrogen bomb (in 1952) to the arsenal of apocalyptic
weapons. Educational films taught young Americans to “duck and
cover” at the first sight of the blinding flash of a nuclear explosion, and
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school districts issued military-style necklaces, or dog tags, to identify
their students’ remains after a nuclear blast.

When the Soviet Union’s team of WWII German rocket scientists
beat America’s team of WWII German rocket scientists and launched
the first satellite in October 1957, Americans were shaken —so much so
that the federal government poured money into higher education, and
the gentlemen’s agreement that had kept Jewish engineers out of high
technology firms was ended. Sputnik reminded complacent Ameri-
cans that the USSR was capable of producing more than vodka and
bad chocolate. When asked what the USA would find on the moon
should its rockets ever reach it, Edward Teller, the father of the hydro-
gen bomb, replied testily, “Russians.”

One of the ways Americans differentiated their republic from the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was by comparing the relationship
between the government and the economy in each. In the USSR, the
state and the economy were one. The United States, by contrast, was
a land of free enterprise —free from coercive government regulation
and planning. After peaking in World War II, the American govern-
ment’s presence in the economy increased as the Cold War got hotter.
At the height of the New Deal, federal spending had reached 10.5 per-
cent of the gross national product (GNP). For the period 1947-1960,
it averaged 17.3 percent.

This worried President Eisenhower for two reasons. First, he was
concerned that a permanent war economy based on an arms race
would bankrupt the nation. He also feared that what he dubbed the
“military-industrial-congressional complex” would erode free enter-
prise and make the USA more like the USSR by making American
economic growth reliant on state spending for defense. Eisenhower’s
solution was to base America’s defense on atomic weapons and limit
government defense contracts. He scuttled NASA’s expensive Apollo
manned moon expeditions.

Eisenhower’s successor John F. Kennedy reversed course in 1961. In
the largest peacetime military buildup in the nation’s history, Kennedy
replaced Eisenhower’s fiscally conservative defense strategy with $17
billion of military appropriations. This money supported universities
as well as private businesses and resurrected the infant space program.
This was all to the good for scientists, engineers, and entrepreneurs,
but the existence of a battery of sophisticated new weapons begged for
an opportunity to test them somewhere other than a laboratory.
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SUPERPOWER CONFRONTATIONS IN
EUROPE AND THE MIDDLE EAST

Although he had something of a tin ear when it came to differenti-
ating between Third World anticolonial nationalist movements and
Communist conspiracies, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles was
not wrong about the desire of Europeans living in “one-party peoples’
states” to escape their new postwar Communist regimes. So many
East Germans melted into West Berlin in the 1950s that their govern-
ment threw up a wall to stop them in 1961. Radio Free Europe, broad-
casting from Munich, encouraged the people to rise against the hated
Soviets and promised Western help if they did. In 1956, Hungary tested
America’s capacity to live up to its own democratic rhetoric.

In late October 1956, rebellious Hungarians turned on their Soviet
puppet government. The Kremlin sent in the Red Army to “restore
order.” This was a miscalculation: however much various factions of
Hungarians hated each other, they were united in their loathing of the
Soviets, who had occupied their country after WWII and effectively
run it from Moscow ever since. Young Hungarian “freedom fighters”
(as they called themselves), mainly students and workers but also
some soldiers, were fearless and adept at blowing up tanks with Molo-
tov cocktails. Amazingly, they ran the Soviets out of town. The new
prime minister, Imre Nagy, told Soviet ambassador Yuri Andropov
that Hungary would withdraw from the Warsaw Pact and sent a cable
to the United Nations declaring his nation’s new neutrality.

This was the moment American anti-Communists had been wait-
ing for since 1945: an indigenous uprising against Soviet occupation.
Surely the United States, backed by its NATO allies, would intervene,
if not on the ground (for this was unlikely) then at the diplomatic level.

They might have done so had not England and France, with the aid
of Israel, chosen exactly this moment to “liberate” the British-owned
Suez Canal in Egypt from President Gamal Abdel Nasser, who had
nationalized it some months previously. On October 29, 1956, Israeli
forces invaded the Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula, ostensibly to
ferret out terrorists. At the same time, the British and French began
bombing Egyptian air bases.

President Eisenhower was livid and came down on Nasser’s side.
Attention shifted from Budapest to Cairo. The USSR denounced the
Western imperialist aggression and hinted that it might send troops to
Egypt or use tactical nuclear weapons on its behalf. Rather than offend
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the Soviets by bringing up their conduct in Hungary, the United Na-
tions hammered away at the British, French, and Israelis. No one came
to the aid of the Hungarians when the Soviets returned on Novem-
ber 4, this time 500,000 strong, to reclaim their buffer zone against
Germany. While the Americans voted, reelecting Eisenhower by a
large majority, Budapest became a battleground. More than 100,000
Hungarians fled into the woods of Austria and Germany.

Other than providing regular doses of anti-Communist propaganda
via Radio Free Europe, the United States played no role in bringing
on the Hungarian Revolution, but America’s inaction doomed it to
failure. Confronted by two major crises involving the Soviets at once,
Eisenhower capitulated, reversing British, French, and Israeli gains
in Egypt, and making it clear that the United States would respect
the Iron Curtain boundary line. Had there been no Suez crisis, the
Soviet victory in Hungary might have been more limited. As it was, the
United States upheld the sovereignty of “nonaligned” Egypt, whose
army carried Soviet arms, and sacrificed a genuine anti-Communist
revolt in the interest of maintaining the East-West balance of power
in Europe.

The New Frontier

In his inauguration speech on January 20, 1961, President John F. Ken-
nedy vowed to “pick up the torch of the American Revolution” and
lead the nation into a “New Frontier” of international prominence and
domestic prosperity. Over the course of the three years of Kennedy’s
presidency, which was cut short on November 22, 1963, by an assassin’s
bullet in Dallas, the assumptions and agenda of the president and his
New Frontiersmen would be tested on all sides—by Cubans and their
Soviet allies, by the need to provide for the common defense while
still seeing to the day-to-day concerns of citizens at home, and by civil
rights activists in hot pursuit of civic equality determined to enlist the
power of the federal government for their cause.

JFK

Calm, composed, at ease in white tie and tails, John Fitzgerald Ken-
nedy was the very definition of grace under pressure. Like the young
president himself—the first born in the twentieth century —most of
Kennedy’s advisors came from privileged backgrounds, had elite edu-



At Odds, 1954-1965 * 245

cations, and had served in World War II. (An accomplished sailor,
Kennedy was a captain in the navy.) Both the war and the New Deal
were living history for them and affected their approach to the future.
“We were activists,” one recalled. “We thought the world could be
changed. We thought one man could make a difference.”

When Kennedy entered the White House in January 1961, he was
focused on external dangers to America, not internal challenges. His
vision of the future was surprisingly bleak. America, he believed, was
locked in a death grip with totalitarianism. His inaugural address, re-
called for its soaring rhetoric of patriotic selflessness (“Ask not what
your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country”),
was understood at the time as a battle cry against Communism. The
“revolutionary beliefs” of liberty and freedom were threatened around
the globe. “Let every nation know,” declared the president, “that we
shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any
friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and the success
of liberty.” Kennedy was even blunter in his first State of the Union ad-
dress. “Each day we draw nearer to the hour of maximum danger,” he
told Congress. “The news will be worse before it is better.”

The news was already bad. In January 1961, Soviet premier Nikita
Khrushchev challenged America’s bid for world leadership, announc-
ing Soviet support for “wars of national liberation” across the globe.
The poster child of Soviet success was Cuba, where Fidel Castro’s
Communist-led popular insurgency first overturned the rule of dicta-
tor Fulgencio Batista in 1959 and then embarrassed the United States
by allying with the USSR. Despite his proximity to the United States,
Castro posed little threat. The Cuba question was one of honor: Castro
had to go.

The ensuing fiasco at the Bay of Pigs on April 17, 1961, where an up-
rising led by 1,400 CIA-trained Cuban exile troops was put down in
two days, humiliated Kennedy, who had approved an invasion strategy
that his own Joint Chiefs of Staff, who were not involved in the plan-
ning, thought had only a 30 percent chance of success. This was not
the way to export democracy, or to encourage strategic alliances in
the Southern Hemisphere, as Kennedy hoped to do through his Latin
American Alliance for Progress initiative. The United States “looked
like fools to our friends, rascals to our enemies, and incompetents to
the rest,” pronounced the New York Times.

Kennedy was embarrassed in Cuba when there was no sponta-
neous popular uprising in celebration of American ideals, as the in-
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vasion’s promoters promised. This was nothing, however, compared
to the massive numbers of people fleeing the new Soviet bloc nations.
Between 1945 and 1950, 15 million people emigrated from Soviet-
occupied Eastern Europe to the West. The 4.5 million East Germans
who had left by 1961 represented 20 percent of that nation’s popula-
tion. The brain and labor drain damaged the economic viability of the
state and the political credibility of East Germany’s Communist rulers.
Two months before the Bay of Pigs debacle, Kennedy had suggested
a diplomatic summit with Soviet premier Khrushchev. The two leaders
met on June 1, 1961, in Vienna. At the top of the agenda was Berlin.

BERLIN AND CUBA

West Berlin held outsized symbolic importance for both sides in the
Cold War. For America, Berlin represented Western determination
not to capitulate further to Soviet territorial demands in Europe. For
the Soviets, West Berlin was a magnet for miserable East Berliners and
an enemy outpost in the espionage capital of the world.

In 1958, Khrushchev tried, and failed, to “normalize” divided Berlin
by incorporating it completely into East Germany. In 1959, the Soviet
leader raised the geopolitical temperature when he thundered that the
USSR was “determined to liquidate” America’s rights in West Berlin.
“What good does it do you to have eleven thousand troops in Berlin?”
he asked. “If it came to war, we would swallow them in one gulp. . . .
West Germany knows that we could destroy it in ten minutes.”

Kennedy was alarmed by Soviet threats to cut off access to West
Berlin. When he returned home from Vienna, he called up US Army
Reserve units and asked for an increase in military appropriations. In
a speech in July, the president reaffirmed America’s commitment to
defend West Berlin. No fan of Eisenhower’s position that he would
rather be atomized than Communized, Kennedy encouraged his fel-
low Americans to build nuclear fallout shelters. (The Peace-O-Mind
Shelter Company was happy to assist.) The Soviets backed off, but
not before their East German satellite erected, within the space of 24
hours, a 100-mile concrete barrier topped with barbed wire that di-
vided Berlin down the middle, and shut down the east-west migra-
tory path. The Berlin Wall became the most visible landmark of the
Cold War.

The most dangerous foreign policy crisis of the Kennedy admin-
istration, and arguably of the entire Cold War, occurred a year after
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the Vienna meeting, over the course of 13 days in October 1962. The
Cuban missile crisis began when US intelligence reported that the
Soviets had installed in Cuba offensive intermediate-range ballistic
missiles (IRBMs) armed with nuclear warheads. Kennedy was con-
vinced that this, too, was about Berlin — “What’s basic to them is Ber-
lin,” the president said in a White House meeting—meaning that if
the United States acted rashly in Cuba, Moscow would retaliate by
taking Berlin. Resisting advice to attack before the missiles became
operative, Kennedy instead announced a naval “quarantine” of Cuba
to prevent the arrival of more weaponry. (A naval “blockade” would
have been an act of war.) This “quarantine” brought the nuclear super-
powers to the brink of war, where they teetered for several tense days
until Khrushchev announced he would withdraw the missiles in ex-
change for an American vow not to invade Cuba. Kennedy agreed, and
secretly promised as well to remove American missiles from Turkey,
which bordered the Soviet Union.

The Cuban missile crisis brought home to all who lived through
it, including the president, the heart-stopping danger of nuclear di-
plomacy. Cold warrior though he was, Kennedy was sobered by the
callousness of military leaders who spoke of “winning” a nuclear ex-
change that would have killed millions of Russians and Americans.
After the crisis, he changed his tone when speaking of the Eastern
Bloc. Announcing that “no government or social system is so evil that
its people must be considered as lacking in virtue,” Kennedy began to
explore ways to reduce tension with the USSR. In the summer of 1963,
the two nations signed a treaty that banned testing nuclear weapons in
the atmosphere, outer space, and underwater. Reflecting that “a jour-
ney of a thousand miles begins with a single step,” the man who had
warned Americans in 1960 that “to be an American in the next decade
will be a hazardous experience” took the first step toward the relax-
ation of Cold War tensions.

ECONOMIC GROWTH AND ECONOMIC EQUITY

Flanked by a growing rebellion against Jim Crow and the still-smoking
remains of the anti-Communist crusades of the 1950s, the Kennedy ad-
ministration walked a narrow path in the center by avoiding conver-
sations about fundamental beliefs and by concentrating on economic
growth. Most of America’s problems, said Kennedy, “are technical
problems, are administrative problems. They are very sophisticated
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judgments which do not lend themselves to the great sort of ‘passion-
ate movements’ which have stirred this country so often in the past.”
The New Frontiersmen saw no need to question their assumption
that, as their seagoing president put it, “a rising tide lifts all boats™:
that economic expansion would create shared prosperity and, it fol-
lowed, lessen economic inequality, which would, in turn, reduce social
tension.

Economic growth was also an essential component of Cold War
foreign policy. While suburban Americans worried about keeping up
with their neighbors, the Kennedy administration worried about keep-
ing up with the Soviets, who understood the connection between eco-
nomic growth and geopolitical influence. Soviet leader Nikita Khru-
shchev had clarified the matter for any doubters in 1959: “Growth of
industrial and agricultural production is the battering ram with which
we shall smash the capitalist system, enhance the influence of the ideas
of Marxism-Leninism, strengthen the Socialist camp and contribute to
the victory of the cause of peace throughout the world.”

The economic growth of the postwar years slowed noticeably and
unemployment rose during the final years of Eisenhower’s presidency.
The Kennedy administration’s first job was to rev up the economy,
which it achieved by means of a variety of policy initiatives. The New
Frontiersmen expanded demand through a massive tax cut, and stimu-
lated investment via a tax credit for capital outlays on new machinery.
They developed wage-price guidelines, talked business and labor into
cooperating, and attacked unemployment by instituting programs to
educate and retrain workers. They convinced Congress to raise the
minimum wage. The results were little less than spectacular: between
1961 and 1965, gross national product, which had stalled under Eisen-
hower at 2 percent, increased at a rate above 5 percent per year. Em-
ployment grew by 2.5 percent per year, and the percentage of Ameri-
cans living below the poverty line dropped from 22.4 percent in 1960
to 14.7 percent in 196 6. Inflation hovered below 2 percent per year.

The Kennedy administration, and that of Kennedy’s successor
Lyndon B. Johnson, believed that economic growth would result in
greater economic equity. It did, moderately. But income equality re-
mained skewed. As economist Paul Samuelson described the dispari-
ties of wealth in Americain 1970, “If we made anincome pyramid out of
a child’s blocks, with each layer portraying $1000 of income, the peak
would be far higher than the Eiffel Tower, but almost all of us would be
within a yard of the ground.” Many Americans, especially blacks, Na-
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tive Americans, Hispanics, and the elderly, could have jumped off the
pyramid without hurting themselves at all. Economic growth alone—
expanding the pie—did not result in a more economically equitable
society. That goal required tax reform as well as tax reductions, and
government spending in the areas of education, health, housing, and
urban renewal programs. Congress enacted some of Kennedy’s do-
mestic agenda—it approved the Area Redevelopment Act, which pro-
vided federal aid for impoverished regions such as Appalachia, and
dedicated $4 billion for federally financed housing. But it declined to
provide federal aid to education or finance an ambitious health care
plan for the elderly, and it refused to use federal taxes as a way to redis-
tribute income away from the wealthy and toward the poor.

THE WOMAN QUESTION

Racial minorities were not the only Americans who suffered from dis-
crimination in politics, education, and the workplace. Women were
excluded from nearly all elite colleges and universities. The best law
and medical schools admitted a few but discouraged most from apply-
ing. Major corporations rarely hired female executives. Even the civil
rights organizations relegated all but the most assertive women to the
rear. A 1959 study of female academics explained that because women
scholars remained “outside the prestige system,” they could not suc-
ceed professionally, and concluded that “in the world of ideas, women
simply do not count.”

Undervalued in academe, educated women played an increasingly
large role in the economy. Between 1940 and 1960, the percentage of
women working outside the home doubled, from 15 percent to 30 per-
cent. College-educated women were more likely to work than women
who had not advanced in education beyond high school. The income
brought home by workingwomen was crucial to achieving the middle-
class lifestyle that was the goal of so many American families. It was
often Mom’s check that paid for that summer vacation and the chil-
dren’s college tuition.

At the same time that more women than ever were entering the paid
workforce, the gap between men’s and women’s wages in America re-
mained the highest in the industrial world. Median wages for women
were less than half those for men. Prodded by Esther Peterson, the
head of the Women’s Bureau (a division of the US Labor Bureau),
President Kennedy established the President’s Commission on the
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Status of Women (PCSW) in 1961. Chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt,
the commission’s charge was to develop recommendations for over-
coming discrimination in employment on the basis of sex and to pro-
pose services that would make it easier for working mothers to do both
their jobs well.

The PCSW’s final report, published in 1963, proposed childcare tax
benefits for lower-income women and improved maternity benefits for
all. It mandated equal pay for equal work, demanded “equal opportu-
nities” for hiring in private as well as in federal employment, and pro-
posed expanding Social Security benefits to include female domestic
and agricultural workers still uncovered by the Fair Labor Standards
Act of 1938. The PCSW also called on states to repeal outdated laws
that constricted women’s citizenship rights by keeping them off juries
or that limited their ability to control their own property. (This was no
idle errand: various states continued to consider married women lack-
ing in “legally recognized feelings or rights” through the 1970s, and as
late as the 1980s, a Louisiana statute gave husbands exclusive control
over joint property.)

In response to the PCSW, Congress passed the Equal Pay Act in
1963, which applied to women working in identical jobs as men. Title
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited employment discrimi-
nation based on sex as well as race, national origin, and religion. When
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), the federal
agency charged with enforcing Title V11, failed to attend to women’s
complaints, a group of 16 delegates to the 1966 Third Annual Confer-
ence on the Status of Women formed the National Organization of
Women (NOW). Modeled on the NAACP, NOW demanded “action
to bring American women into full participation in the mainstream of
American society now” and heralded a resurgence of feminism that
would redefine the role of women in the Republic.

Civil Rights: The Next Generation

Ten months before John Kennedy’s election, four college students
launched a campaign of mass civil disobedience by sitting at a whites-
only lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina. The sit-ins, which
spread rapidly across the South, were both more spontaneous and
more aggressive than the Montgomery bus boycott. Rather than
not do something, the students acted: they took over public spaces
from which they had been excluded. In the process they courted the
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ire of segregationists, some of whom spat on the protesters, poured
ketchup on them, and ground out cigarettes on their backs. They also
exposed themselves to the police, who arrested them for trespassing.
Given what was still to come, this was mild abuse, but it indicated
that the Civil Rights Movement had moved into a new phase of direct
confrontation.

THE SIT-INS

On February 1, 1960, four students from North Carolina A&T, the
state’s leading African American college, sat down at the lunch counter
of Woolworth’s department store in Greensboro. Woolworth’s counter,
with its high swiveling stools, was a prominent site of white privilege, a
place for white shoppers to relax and refuel in a store that accepted the
dollars of black patrons but refused to serve them a cup of coffee. In-
formed by a black waitress that they could not be served, the students
remained in their seats until the store closed, and they came back the
next day. Soon other students joined them, including a few whites.

Activists elsewhere followed the Greensboro example; at least
70,000 people participated in sit-ins in over 100 cities in the winter
and spring of 1960. Several thousand protesters were arrested, and vio-
lent counterdemonstrations —often pitting, in the words of the Rich-
mond News Leader’s James Kilpatrick, himself no fan of black rights,
“a ragtail rabble” of “slack-jawed, black-jacketed, grinning” white
boys against colored students wearing suits and ties—made headlines
around the world.

Like Montgomery’s Rosa Parks, the young men who began the
sit-in movement in Greensboro had deep roots in their local African
American community. Two of the students belonged to an NAACP
youth group started in 1943 by Ella Baker, who in 1960 was the na-
tional director of the association’s youth wing. Some of their parents
were members of the NAACP; others belonged to churches with an
activist bent. All four had attended all-black Dudley High School,
where civil rights was a daily topic of conversation.

Reluctant to endorse civil disobedience (it was a lawyer’s job to
get clients out of jail, not put them in, Thurgood Marshall remarked),
the NAACP nonetheless provided bail money and legal advice and
urged its members to support the sit-ins through consumer boy-
cotts and picketing. White southerners, as ever, were divided. Many
who had supported desegregation because it was the law of the land
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were troubled by violation of the law in the name of social justice.
The SCLC was more concerned by what it interpreted, accurately, as
a challenge to civil rights leadership by the rising generation. In April
1960, students meeting at Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina,
formed the independent Student Non-Violent Coordinating Commit-
tee (SNCC, pronounced “Snick”). Like the SCLC, SNCC was south-
ern and largely, although not exclusively, black. Unlike the SCLC
(which the students criticized for its King-centered “cult of leader-
ship”), SNCC developed a “group-centered leadership” grounded in
democratic process and lack of hierarchy.

Most unlike the SCLC, SNCC'’s leadership cadre included women,
among them Nashville’s Diane Nash, an articulate and courageous
opponent of Jim Crow. With the NAACP still manning the legal front,
the SCLC and SNCC would together take the movement for equal
rights for all to a new level of militant confrontation with proponents
of racial hierarchy. Their confrontational tactics and their capacity to
both attract and generate media attention would ultimately succeed
in forcing the Kennedy administration to enter the fray on the side of
the activists.

FREEDOM RIDERS AND OTHER
DISTURBERS OF THE PEACE

The men and women who spent the 1960s working to achieve equal
citizenship for all were motivated by many different impulses. Some,
particularly older people who had served in or lived through World
War II, were repulsed by the distance between the conditions of life in
the South and America’s professed democratic values. Others believed
deeply in the human right of self-determination and brought to the
American crusade lessons learned observing national liberation move-
ments in colonial Africa and Asia. Still others were drawn to the move-
ment by a sense of social justice that was often anchored in a profound
commitment to the basic tenets of Christianity. All were convinced of
the utility of direct action protests, as well as legal action, to challenge
Jim Crow and his keepers.

Before the Brown decision and reactions to it stimulated a mass
movement for racial equality in the South, civil rights activity was con-
centrated in northern and western cities that had significant African
American populations. Campaigns to end racial discrimination in the
1940s and 1950s attracted a wide variety of Americans committed to
the notion of equal citizenship for all. Quaker pacifists and followers of
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Gandhi such as Bayard Rustin rubbed elbows with Christian socialists,
labor activists, and Communists. Ideologically diverse, these activists
shared a commitment to nonviolent direct action tactics such as boy-
cotts, picketing, marches, and sit-ins. The most important of these or-
ganizations was the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), founded in
Chicago in 1942.

In May 1961, an integrated group of CORE workers embarked on
a “freedom ride” through the South. Their aim was to draw a reluc-
tant federal government into the civil rights struggle by testing a re-
cent Supreme Court decision that barred segregation in facilities in-
volved in interstate transit and, it was expected, by exposing southern
noncompliance with federal law. The Freedom Riders were mauled
by segregationists in Anniston, Alabama, and in Birmingham, where
the commissioner of public safety Eugene “Bull” Connor allowed an
armed mob to attack the riders free from police interference for pre-
cisely 15 minutes. They were further assaulted in Montgomery, where
a Justice Department official sent to monitor the proceedings was
knocked unconscious by a mob armed with clubs, chains, and iron
bars.

Alabama’s one-two punch on the rule of law and its federal repre-
sentatives drew a reluctant Robert Kennedy into the fray, as CORE had
intended. The attorney general instructed the Interstate Commerce
Commission (ICC) to ban segregation and discrimination in inter-
state travel. At the same time, Kennedy implored civil rights leaders
to back away from direct action tactics, which generated a public re-
lations nightmare for JFK and American diplomats. Why not focus
on something less confrontational, he asked, like voter registration?
SNCC was glad to comply.

In the summer of 1961, Robert Parris Moses, a former high school
mathematics teacher from New York, journeyed to Mississippi, where
only 5 percent of eligible African American voters were registered.
Moses was convinced by local civil rights leaders of three things: first,
that white supremacy rested on disenfranchisement and only voters
could break the back of Jim Crow; second, that a voter registration
drive in the Deep South was as direct a challenge to white power as
any sit-in; and third, that it would provoke an even more dramatic re-
sponse from local whites than the Freedom Rides had in Alabama. As
one rights worker put it, “If you went into Mississippi and talked about
voter registration, they [were] going to hit you on the side of the head
and that’s about as direct as you can get.”

This final assessment proved tragically accurate. Violence followed
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the SNCC workers as they fanned out across southwest Georgia and
the Delta counties of Mississippi and Alabama. After only a few weeks
of activity, four black churches in Georgia used as voter registration
centers were firebombed. SNCC workers in Mississippi were arrested
and beaten. Robert Zellner, a white Alabaman, nearly lost an eye when
an assailant gouged it from its socket. Fannie Lou Hamer, a black Mis-
sissippian, suffered for the rest of her life from a brutal beating she re-
ceived while in police custody. In a calculated warning to local blacks
with civic ambition, E. H. Hurst, a member of the Mississippi state
legislature, shot and killed local civil rights activist Herbert Lee, a
farmer and WWII veteran.

President Kennedy was hesitant to bring the full power of the fed-
eral government to bear on Mississippi and elsewhere in the South.
Influenced by white southern histories of Reconstruction that em-
phasized the futility of any attempt to enforce racial equality through
federal imposition, the Kennedy administration insisted that south-
ern state governments were responsible for keeping the peace and en-
forcing the law within their domain. In September 1962, JFK finally
capitulated, like Eisenhower before him, to the necessity of backing
up federal authority with military power when he called in the army
after the integration of the University of Mississippi had degenerated
into a riot that resulted in the deaths of two people.

BIRMINGHAM AND THE MARCH ON WASHINGTON

Even those dedicated to nonviolent direct action understood the
power of photographic and television images of white mobs assault-
ing stoic young black people trying to ride a bus or register to vote
or attend a state institution of higher learning. In the spring of 1963,
Martin Luther King led a group to Birmingham, Alabama, to force a
showdown against segregation in one of the most violently racist cities
in America. The subsequent images of police chief “Bull” Connor’s
officers attacking young black men and women with batons, snarling
police dogs, and high-pressure fire hoses shocked the world and em-
barrassed the United States. Criticized for pushing his agenda beyond
the social breaking point, King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” com-
posed in April 1963 while serving a sentence for violating a state ban
on protest marches, blasted the complacency of “whites of goodwill”
and capitalized on the violence in the Deep South by declaring that the
only alternative to civil disobedience was revolution.
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This message was heard clearly in Washington, where both Ken-
nedy brothers were increasingly involved in negotiating the civil rights
struggle. While Robert Kennedy worked behind the scenes with Bir-
mingham businessmen to defuse the local crisis and initiate a process
of gradual desegregation, John Kennedy tried to convince Alabama
governor George C. Wallace to allow the peaceful integration of the
University of Alabama. When Wallace refused, and furthermore de-
clared his undying commitment to upholding segregation now and
forever, Kennedy came down finally and decisively on the side of the
movement.

Faced with open defiance in Little Rock in 1957, President Eisen-
hower defined civil rights in terms of the law. In a televised speech
on June 11, 1963, John Kennedy presented the civil rights struggle as
a moral issue “as old as the scriptures and . . . as clear as the Ameri-
can Constitution.” America had been founded “on the principle that
all men are created equal, and that the rights of every man are dimin-
ished when the rights of one man are threatened.” At the height of the
Cold War, JFK said, “We preach freedom around the world, and we
mean it, and we cherish it here at home, but are we to say to the world,
and much more importantly, to each other that this is the land of the
free except for the Negroes; that we have no second class citizens ex-
cept Negroes; that we have no class or caste system, no ghettoes, no
master race except with respect to Negroes?” The time had come, de-
clared the president, for the nation to “fulfill its promise. . . . A great
change is at hand, and our task, our obligation, is to make that revolu-
tion, that change, peaceful and constructive for all.” As Kennedy’s his-
toric broadcast ended, Mississippi NAACP leader Medgar Evers was
gunned down in the driveway of his house in Jackson.

The following week, Kennedy called on Congress to draft laws in
support of voting rights, to help school districts trying to desegregate,
to ban segregation in public facilities, and to empower the attorney
general to initiate legal proceedings against school districts that failed
to comply with federal law, and to draft a general civil rights nondis-
crimination act. He also gave his proposed tax cut a civil rights spin
by pointing out that unemployment was three times higher for black
men as for whites and that average black income relative to whites
had barely advanced since 1947, remaining roughly half of the median
family income of whites. Meanwhile, building on growing national
disgust with the defense of Jim Crow, the SCLC announced a mas-
sive march on Washington for August 1963. The August 28 civil rights
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demonstration at the Lincoln Memorial, which drew some 250,000
people, remains a symbolic landmark in the struggle for equal citi-
zenship rights. Martin Luther King’s impassioned “I Have a Dream”
speech, in which he imagined an America where people were judged
by their characters and not by the color of their skin, elevated him to
the status of international icon for liberation movements everywhere.

CIVIL RIGHTS AND VOTING RIGHTS LAWS

The assassination of John F. Kennedy in Texas on November 22, 1963,
spurred passage of the slain president’s proposed civil rights act.
Lyndon B. Johnson propelled the 1964 Civil Rights Act through Con-
gress. Understanding that black economic inequality was as severe as
black political inequality, Johnson launched the social welfare pro-
grams he called the “Great Society.” Voting rights still remained at the
top of civil rights organizations’ agenda, however, and for good rea-
son: in 1964, only two million of the South’s five million blacks of vot-
ing age were registered to vote. That summer a coalition of civil rights
organizations, led by SNCC’s Bob Moses, launched a massive voter
registration drive in Mississippi staffed by local blacks and white col-
lege students from across the nation. The interracial Freedom Sum-
mer group was greeted by an unprecedented campaign of violence and
intimidation. A thousand people were arrested in Mississippi; many
of them were brutalized by the police. To the consternation of Mis-
sissippi authorities trying to keep the feds out of their state, the Ku
Klux Klan launched what it considered a counteroffensive. Thirty-five
churches (common sites for civil rights meetings) were burned to the
ground that summer, and six people were murdered. Three of them —
James Chaney, a black Mississippian, and white volunteers Andrew
Goodman and Michael Schwerner—were killed together and buried
in an earthen dam. News of their deaths, broadcast by a riveted media,
clarified for white Americans outside the region the degree of violent
resistance to black equality in the South.

The extent of that resistance was demonstrated once again in Selma,
Alabama, where King and the SCLC chose to mount their own voter
registration campaign in 1965. In February, police attacked a night
march in a small town near Selma and fatally shot 26-year-old Jimmie
Lee Jackson, who was shielding his mother and grandmother from the
police. Jackson’s death prompted black leaders to organize a 54-mile
march from Selma to the governor’s mansion in Montgomery to de-
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mand protection for those registering to vote. Defying an order forbid-
ding the march, on March 7 more than 600 protesters followed SCLC
and SNCC leader John Lewis onto the Edmund Pettus Bridge. There
they were attacked by bullwhip-wielding mounted state troopers,
whose gas masks protected them from the noxious fumes unleashed
on the demonstrators.

Vowing to continue the march, the Alabama protesters were joined
by Americans from all over the country who had seen television cover-
age of the assault on the bridge. Especially prominent were clergy of
all faiths, whose appearance at Rev. King’s side added credence to civil
rights activists’ longtime claim that God was on their side. White su-
premacists could grumble about the influence of “outside agitators,”
but their presence, and the nationwide rallies organized in support of
the Selma marchers, demonstrated conclusively that civil rights was a
national issue. On Capitol Hill, President Johnson declared that “it is
not just Negroes, but really all of us who must overcome the crippling
legacy of bigotry and injustice,” and asked Congress to craft a power-
ful new voting bill, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which banned liter-
acy tests and allowed the federal government to oversee elections in
counties in which less than 50 percent of the population had voted in
the 1964 presidential election.

THE WARREN COURT AND CIVIL LIBERTIES

As civil rights activists called for equal voting rights, the Supreme
Court scrutinized the ways state and local governments drew bound-
aries around legislative districts. In many places, particularly in the
South, local leaders limited the influence of urban, frequently Afri-
can American, voters by apportioning legislative seats based on out-
dated population data that favored rural areas at the expense of cities.
Baker v. Carr (1962) forced states to redistribute offices according
to current population, and not by “lands or trees or pastures.” Two
years later, in a split decision, the court made “one person, one vote”
the general rule for apportioning all representative bodies, including
upper houses, in state legislatures.

The court also revolutionized criminal procedure at the local level,
provoking outraged responses from law enforcement officers and
middle-class Americans worried about rising crime rates. In Gideon v.
Wainwright (1963), the justices upheld the Sixth Amendment’s right
of indigent criminal defendants to legal representation, and in Esco-
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bedo v. Illinois (1964), a bare majority held that people in police cus-
tody had to be informed of their right to remain silent until a defense
lawyer was present.

Mirandav. Arizona (1966) explained how to enforce Escobedo. Any
accused person, Chief Justice Warren wrote, “must be warned that he
has a right to remain silent, that any statement he does make may be
used in evidence against him, and that he has the right to the presence
of an attorney, either retained or appointed.” Warren had strong feel-
ings about crime — his father was killed in an unsolved murder. But he
also felt that when the police neglected fairness, they became “a men-
ace to society,” particularly to the poor and uneducated.

The Supreme Court’s criminal procedure decisions caused lasting
controversy, but it was religion that really moved the court to center
stage in national politics. In Engel v. Vitale (1962), the justices came
down strongly in favor of the separation of church and state, ruling
that mandatory prayer and Bible reading in public schools violated the
First Amendment of the Constitution.

The separation of church and state, Justice Hugo Black explained,
was premised on two assumptions: first, “that a union of government
and religion tends to destroy government and to degrade religion,” and
second, “that governmentally established religions and religious per-
secutions go hand in hand.” This was, Black recalled, precisely what
caused many of America’s early colonists to seek religious freedom in
the New World.

The Supreme Court’s decision in Engel v. Vitale was almost univer-
sally decried. Former presidents Truman and Eisenhower denounced
the decision; 80 percent of Americans agreed with them. A Method-
ist bishop announced that the Engel decision “makes secularism the
national religion.” Southern whites quipped that the court “had put
Negroes in the schools, and now they have driven God out.” Liberal
Protestants accepted the decision reluctantly; Catholics and conser-
vative Protestants rejected it. About the only people who approved
of the court’s action were American Jews, who resented the openly
Christian atmosphere of public schools.

Banished from the schools, God went into politics. The Engel de-
cision inaugurated the formation of new political alliances rooted in
religious belief. Conservative Protestants and Catholics— previously at
odds—united against those they considered the agents of secularism:
liberal Protestants and Jews. They were aided by the court’s 1965 deci-
sion in Griswold v. Connecticut, in which the justices ruled that a state
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ban on the sale and use of contraceptives by married couples violated
a “right to marital privacy.” This decision helped religious conserva-
tives link the battle for prayer in the schools with broader questions of
family life and sexual behavior. Derided by many, the right to privacy
would become the center of a legal whirlwind in 1973, when the court
used that concept to justify its decision in Roe v. Wade that women had
a constitutional right to terminate an unwanted pregnancy.

*

The decade following the Brown decision, which is often referred to
as “the rights revolution,” saw the rights of individuals as against the
state vastly expanded in response to a mass movement of citizens. As
the Supreme Court intervened decisively in areas of governance that
many Americans considered the business of Congress and state legis-
latures, it provoked a storm of protest that the justices had departed
from their role as the chief interpreters of the law and had embarked
on a new career as legislators. The court itself, and particularly the
chief justice, became a lightning rod for critics of the assertive federal
presence in public life. Billboards alongside the nation’s new interstate
highway system implored America to “Save Our Republic! Impeach
Earl Warren!”

The actions of the Warren Court and of its detractors were both
grounded in readings of the Constitution. The victory of one vision
over another was not about recovering some fundamental truth of the
Constitution, but reflected a shifting consensus about what the Con-
stitution meant. That consensus was neither permanent nor stable, as
the coming decades would reveal.
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FIGURE 9. Photograph of President Lyndon B. Johnson on July 31, 1968, as he
listens to a tape sent by Captain Charles Robb from Vietnam. Captain Robb was
Johnson’s son-in-law and a Marine Corps company commander in Vietnam. Jack E.
Kightlinger, photographer. Collection LBJ-WHPO: White House Photo Office Col-
lection, 11/22/1963-01/20/1969, Lyndon Baines Johnson Library, National Archives
and Records Administration, 192617.



CHAPTER 9

‘Riven, 1965—1968

On October 21, 1967, more than 50,000 anti-Vietnam War demonstra-
tors gathered at the Lincoln Memorial and then marched across the
Potomac River toward the Pentagon. There they encountered 6,000
federal marshals and paratroopers. Describing the ensuing confron-
tation, novelist and journalist Norman Mailer observed that there was
“terror on each side” as each came “face to face with its own concep-
tion of the devil.” The demonstrators were “prepared (or altogether
unprepared) for any conceivable brutality.” The troops, who had heard
for years about “the venality, criminality, filth, corruption, perversion,
addiction, and unbridled appetites” of the “hippie” protesters, did not
know “whether to expect a hairy kiss on their lips or a bomb between
their knees.”

Some marchers urged the troops to join them. Others put flowers in
the soldiers’ rifle barrels. Still others urinated on the Pentagon, threw
rocks at the windows, or taunted, insulted, and spat on the soldiers.
Most simply stood vigil, letting their presence signify their opposition
to the war. “This is the beginning of a new stage in the American peace
movement in which the cutting edge becomes active resistance,” de-
clared the march’s mastermind, 52-year-old pacifist David Dellinger.
Going to jail to protest war, as Dellinger had during World War II, was
an act of individual resistance. Occupying the grounds of the Pentagon
was collective defiance.

Sometime after midnight, new columns of paratroopers relieved
their comrades. Suddenly, the soldiers cut through the demonstrators
and used tear gas, rifle butts, and cudgels to scatter the crowd. By the
end of the night, 647 demonstrators had been arrested and 47 hospi-
talized.

One of the greatest tragedies of the American war in Vietnam was
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the way it made enemies out of allies. By 1967, 57 percent of Ameri-
cans disapproved of the government’s war policy, yet the reaction to
the Pentagon demonstration was largely critical, as pundits and poli-
ticians rushed to demonize the protesters. NBC Nightly News com-
mentator David Brinkley described the demonstrators as “coarse” and
“vulgar.” Barry Goldwater called them “hate-filled, anti-American,
pro-Communist and violent.” President Lyndon Johnson called the
protesters “storm troopers” and suggested that the CIA had proof that
the antiwar movement was run by Communists. The Christian Cen-
tury observed that it was “difficult to think of a moment since the Civil
War” so accurately described by the words “crisis” and “doom.” The
optimism that had ushered in the 1960s, the sense that anything was
possible, such as sending a man to the moon or toppling Jim Crow, was
shattered. By 1967, the United States was in the midst of the worst civil
violence since the end of the First World War.

The violence in this era stemmed from two sources that were inde-
pendent of one another but merged so often it was hard to tell them
apart: the African American freedom movement and opposition to
the war in Vietnam. Inner-city blacks battled the police; white home-
owners torched the houses of unwelcome African American neighbors;
political leaders were murdered one after another. “Stop the Draft”
protests erupted across the country, as did prayer vigils and “teach-
ins” at colleges and universities. Thousands of young men refused to
submit to the draft. More than 3,000 of them went to prison for their
failure to serve. Both causes sundered families, divided houses of wor-
ship, and polarized politics. The president elected by a colossal mar-
gin in US history in 1964 was so reviled by 1968 that he barely dared to
leave the White House. It is hard to think of another period in Ameri-
can history when the Republic was under pressure from so many di-
rections at once. If it seemed to many Americans that the country was
“coming apart,” that is because it was.

Lyndon Johnson’s America

Born in the Texas Hill Country in 1908, Lyndon Baines Johnson’s first
job was teaching school in Cotulla, a small town near the border be-
tween Texas and Mexico. Already he was thinking big, planning how
to bring the American dream within the grasp of those living on the
edge: “I shall never forget the faces of the boys and the girls in that
little Welhausen Mexican School, and I remember even yet the pain of
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realizing and knowing then that college was closed to practically every
one of those children because they were too poor. And I think it was
then that I made up my mind that this nation could never rest while
the door to knowledge remained closed to any American.” When he
got the chance to open that door and others for his fellow citizens, he
threw himself into the job, sending federal money down the line to
communities across the nation in the largest expansion of government
services since the New Deal.

THE GREAT SOCIETY

The phrase “larger than life” does not even begin to do justice to the
outsized personality of Lyndon Baines Johnson, who became the na-
tion’s 36th president when John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas
on November 22, 1963. A large, physically imposing man, the veteran
Texas congressman and Democratic House majority leader was per-
haps the greatest American politician of all time. Rooms seemed to
contract when Johnson entered them. Stories about his fabled powers
of persuasion abound. Strong men shrank when they saw LB]J striding
purposefully toward them.

Johnson’s goals for the nation were as grandiose as his sense of self.
In a May 1964 commencement speech at the University of Michigan,
one of the land-grant universities established during the Civil War,
he unveiled a breathtaking vision of the future Republic. The United
States was the richest, most powerful nation on the globe. How would
its citizens use that wealth and power? “Your imagination,” he told his
youthful (but voting-age) audience, “your initiative, and your indig-
nation will determine whether we build a society where progress is
the servant of our needs, or a society where old values and new visions
are buried under unbridled growth.” Could prosperity be harnessed to
complete the social network begun a generation earlier in the midst
of desperate want? Now was the moment, he said, to decide whether
America would “move not only toward the rich society an