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Preface 

An author writing a preface for a new edition of his book 

faces an opportunity as well as a challenge. With the pas¬ 

sage of time a partial reassessment or rethinking of his subject 

may be desirable. But, even if he is not inclined to revise his 

original judgments, the author no doubt owes his readers 

some further explanation for offering again his now well- 

considered beliefs and opinions. 

Since the original publication of The Decline of American 

Liberalism in 1955, its general subject has grown in public 

attention and interest. Probably most Americans are some¬ 

what less pessimistic today than they were in the mid-1950’s 

at the height of the McCarthy Senate investigations. In cer¬ 

tain areas, notably in the instance of civil rights for Negroes, 

important advances have been made. Yet, despite the un¬ 

doubted progress in some aspects of liberalism, I believe the 

major thesis of my book still stands. Individual freedom con¬ 

tinues to be threatened by the forces of nationalism and war— 

and the resultant concentration of ever greater powers in the 

institutions of the modern state and its corporate adjuncts. 

Mass society, a phenomenon that is perhaps inevitable in our 

urban-industrial age. preserves democratic forms of govern¬ 

ment uneasily in the face of popular pressures for new Caesars 

or more dynamic world leaders. The population explosion, \ 

by itself, makes the meaningful existence of the individual 

and his individuality increasingly difficult. Thus modern lib¬ 

eralism becomes more and more identified with the mass or 

the group and with the rights and privileges associated with 

large-scale organizations and their aggregates of private or 

public power. 
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Liberalism in its classic traditional form was the term ap¬ 

propriate to the political philosophy of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries which stressed the greatest possiblefr.ee- 

dom of the mdivid'ual. Liberalism in the United States today, 

however, is seldbirTused in this sense—except by a scattering 

of libertarians and old-fashioned conservatives. The latter 

usually stress economic freedom and ignore civil liberties, 

while many liberals of the left, on the other hand, are unwill¬ 

ing to agree that there is a vital relationship between free eco¬ 

nomic enterprise and civil and political liberties. 

The modern or new liberal in the United States accepts 

with very little question the political philosophy of big gov¬ 

ernment. Political action is regarded almost automatically as 

a positive good to be exercised for the general welfare against 

what are assumed to be selfish private or individual interests. 

At the same time, the persuasive idea of a competition of 

countervailing powrers in society advanced by John Kenneth 

Galbraith has lost much of its validity—as all interests, pri¬ 

vate as well as public, are enlisted to meet the needs of today’s 

garrison state and its permanent war economy. America’s 

largest corporations, kept busy with defense weaponry, are 

in no position to criticize big government. High government 

officials, in turn, recognize a war economy as a politically 

convenient support for the idea of the welfare state. Mean¬ 

while old New Deal progressives like David E. Lilienthal and 

Adolph A. Berle write of modern corporate enterprise most 

sympathetically in their books: Big Business: A New Era 

and The Twentieth Century Capitalist Revolution. In our 

own time war and the preparation for war have thus, indeed, 

become what Randolph Bourne called “the health of the 

state.’’ 

A frequent comment on my book is that I have failed to 

consider adequately the extent to which new freedoms may 

have taken the place of older liberal values. In other words, 
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that the liberal ideology has to be reinterpreted by each gen¬ 

eration in order to make way for “progress.” If certain tra¬ 

ditional individual rights are lost in the process, compensa¬ 

tion, it is argued, will come in the form of new privileges of¬ 

fered by the modern welfare state. Of course, what the gov¬ 

ernment grants it may also withdraw, and public officials 

therefore like to repeat the old conservative refrain that there 

are no rights without duties. So the erosion of what were 

considered natural rights at the time of the Declaration of 

Independence proceeds apace, marked only by the kind of 

old-fashioned liberal protests which I have chronicled in The 

Decline. 

It is precisely the thesis of this book that the exchange of 

new liberties for old is not merely a matter of semantics. In 

the process of such a transition something of real value has 

been lost. I am willing to concede, nevertheless, that it is a 

matter of personal judgment as to whether the material re¬ 

wards of our modern welfare-warfare society are sufficient 

recompense for the weakening of traditional personal free¬ 

doms and individual liberties. But it should be remembered 

that much of the social and economic security which is de¬ 

manded and enjoyed today by most Americans is also the 

goal of totalitarian societies. In any case, I believe it to be 

true that the decline of liberalism as an ideology is being 

matched by the erosion of time-honored liberal values which 

many Americans would still prefer to have preserved. 

Though modern society cannot ignore the economic well¬ 

being of its citizens, the benefits of the welfare state can 

easily be used to conceal or sugar-coat further invasions of 

individual rights. In his book The Organization Man, Wil¬ 

liam H. Whyte, Jr., points out appropriately that while “It 

is easy to fight obvious tyranny; it is not easy to fight benevo¬ 

lence, and few things are more calculated to rob the individ¬ 

ual of his defenses than the idea that his interests and those 
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of society can be wholly compatible. The good society is the 

one in which they are most compatible, but they can never be 

completely so, and one who lets The Organization be the 

judge ultimately sacrifices himself.” 

1 Modern democracy, to which we all pay due reverence, it 

■ is well to recall, may also exist as a form of totalitarian society 

■ in which individuals and minorities are subject to oppres- 

, sion by the majority will. In foreign policy, for example, our 

enthusiasm for a political consensus ^nd bipartisan support 

of the party in power endangers the liberal tradition of free¬ 

dom to criticize government policy, even in -wartime. Thus 

the democratic contention that government should be guided 

by the force of majority opinion loses part of its validity—at 

least for liberals—if that opinion is shaped and molded by 

state propaganda. For public opinion to be meaningful it 

must, as Walter Lippmann long ago pointed out, be free and 

spontaneous and unhampered by coercive government 

controls. 

In the decade since Senator McCarthy’s downfall, civil 

liberties have won renewed support in the United States. The 

Supreme Court has modified the effects of the Smith and 

McCarran Acts as well as numerous instances of repressive 

or censorious state legislation. The waning of the worst ten¬ 

sions of the Cold War has also helped to minimize some of 

the excesses of the Federal government’s own loyalty-security 

program. Nevertheless so-called subversive ideas and organi¬ 

zations do not enjoy the realistic protection of the Bill of 

Rights, and the continued fighting in Vietnam is an ever 

present temptation to the pursuit of illiberal crusades at 

home and abroad. Meanwhile official propaganda, govern¬ 

ment secrecy, wiretapping, improper intelligence activities, 

and restrictions on travel abroad have all become so common¬ 

place that the average citizen scarcely regards them as serious 

invasions of his privacy. Indeed, it seems that in the Ameri- 
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can zeal to combat Communism the democratic end justifies 

all kinds of totalitarian means. Reason and historical per¬ 

spective. two important liberal attributes, have thus frequent¬ 

ly been lost to view in the miasma of the Cold War. 

One beneficial result, however, of the troubled state of 

national affairs under the Cold War has been the improved 

lot of the American Negro, whose traditionally unfair treat¬ 

ment became more apparent to all the world after the estab¬ 

lishment of the United Nations headquarters in New York 

City. Ever since the beginnings of slavery, Americans by law 

and custom have done violence to liberalism in their treat¬ 

ment of the Negro minority. The postwar breakdown of pat¬ 

terns of discrimination and segregation directed against Ne¬ 

groes is therefore a most important liberal victory. Yet, I 

think it is also true that the widespread ramifications of the 

Supreme Court’s historic decision in 1954 owe much to 

other than liberal pressures or beliefs. Modern total democ¬ 

racy, after all, cannot make invidious distinctions among its 

citizens while it seeks their unswerving and unquestioning- 

support. At the same time, the Negro civil rights movement 

has become a popular crusade for those American progres¬ 

sives who are the strongest advocates of a welfare state. But, 

as the Negro takes his equal place in American society, he 

becomes prey to other illiberalisms. For example, when a 

few Negro leaders recently dared to venture beyond the con¬ 

fines of their own cause to exercise their right as Americans 

to criticize government policy in Vietnam, they were widely 

denounced in the press. Fellow Americans were willing to 

accept the Negroes’ insistence on democratic equality; they 

were less willing to accede to their liberal protests against a 

controversial war policy. 

It seems altogether possible that the government in help¬ 

ing to free Negroes of certain private discriminations may 

have exempted them merely from all coercions except that of 
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the state. To be more specific, conscription was no problem 

for Negroes when they were not welcome in the armed forces. 

But what was formerly sought as a right or privilege has now 

become a part of the same burden borne by other young men. 

The Negro, having achieved equality, has also discovered 

that the fact that all men are called upon to make sacrifices 

equally does not really diminish the burden of their sacrifice 

or make government policies, however popular, truly liberal 

or just. From a liberal point of view, the Negro is significant 

as a private individual rather than as a member of a politi¬ 

cally potent pressure group. And in a liberal society his reac¬ 

tions may well be those of any other American citizen. 

Almost a century ago Lord Acton, the English historian 

celebrated for his essays on the History of Freedom, in com¬ 

paring slavery in antiquity with the role of the citizen of the 

classic Greek and Roman state, observed: “What the slave 

was in the hands of his master, the citizen was in the hands of 

the community. The most sacred obligations vanished before 

the public advantage. The passengers existed for the sake of 

the ship.” A later and equally distinguished English histo¬ 

rian, Arnold Toynbee, sees contemporary liberalism alloyed 

with nationalism as a kind of halfway house on the road to 

collectivism. This corruption of historic liberalism in mod¬ 

ern society is already so well advanced that it is difficult often 

to perceive its full implications. Thus to the power of the 

state there are added the more subtle coercive forces exerted 

by the whole of modern society in its continual conflict with 

individual man. 

As to the freedoms we may have left in spite of the decline 

of liberalism, I feel these will become mostly of the group 

sort. The individual is being lost in the crowd, as Tocqueville 

and more lately David Riesman have so well pointed out. 

Traditional liberties, in the sense of restrictions on the all- 

pervasive powers of centralized governments, are losing favor 
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as compared with the freedoms or privileges that organized 

group pressure can persuade the welfare state to bestow upon 

the citizenry. This means that freedom will depend increas¬ 

ingly on institutions and organizations, which in turn will 

also tend to be coercive in their relations to the individual. In 

short, I do not think many of the traditional freedoms will 

remain in any effective sense. Instead of fundamental liber¬ 

ties we will have privileges granted or taken away as the occa¬ 

sion permits. Yet, in the last analysis, I believe it is still true 

that for freedom to be meaningful it must reach down to pro¬ 

tect the liberties of individual persons—howsoever powerful 

may be the forces or the prejudices that are arrayed against 

them. 
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Foreword 

To many readers the idea of the decline of American liberal¬ 

ism may seem a paradox. American optimism, faith in 

progress, and confidence in progressive democracy are all at' 

odds with the notion of decline. Yet it is hardly a secret that 

liberals in recent years have been beset by various pressures 

and seem in our time to be on the defensive. Nor is it in any 

way unusual today for thoughtful people to reflect with 

Arnold Toynbee, and other cyclical interpreters of history, 

upon the causes of the decline and fall of ancient civiliza¬ 

tions. What seems radical or paradoxical in the idea of de¬ 

cline, therefore, is merely the peculiar juxtaposition of terms 

that links such a decline with the conditions and prospects 

of American liberalism. 

For most of us speculation over the downward course of 

past civilizations is more entertaining than contemplation 

of the likelihood of the decay of liberalism in our own civi¬ 

lization. This unpleasant possibility we disguise by talking 

of the transformation in liberalism, or by referring to the 

current crisis in liberalism as a temporary phenomenon. In 

other words, some modern liberals would have us believe 

that what appears as a decline of liberalism is largely a prod¬ 

uct of hysteria or semantic confusion. The obvious descent 

from the tenets of classical liberalism they interpret as a 

move in the direction of a more realistic, or tough-minded, 

program. Against this view, the following pages offer the 

thesis that the decline of liberalism, though sometimes hardly 

perceptible, often uneven, and occasionally reversed, is nev¬ 

ertheless a real descent. 
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Despite the pessimism implied in such a stand, I wish to 

disclaim any intent to essay the role of a Jeremiah or a Cas¬ 

sandra. My purpose is rather that of an historian and social 

scientist. I desire to examine the history of liberalism be¬ 

cause I think that evidence of a decline would tell of an im¬ 

portant facet of our history, deserving more consideration 

than it has hitherto received. Parallel with any decline of the 

liberal tradition may be, of course, the rise or growth of other 

philosophies and values. The historian, whatever his own 

feelings, cannot be positive that losses in one direction are 

not matched by gains in another. Thus the decline of liberal¬ 

ism need not necessarily mean the decline and fall of Western 

civilization, including that of the United States. But I be¬ 

lieve the weakening of the liberal tradition should be of suf¬ 

ficient concern to cause us to reassess that easy assumption of 

continual progress which has so frequently characterized 

American historical writing. 

Surely, in the light of two world wars and an intervening 

world-wide depression, the almost universal interpretation 

of American history in terms of a “rise” or “growth” is open 

to question. And though few contemporary observers would 

deny that liberalism at the present time is in retreat, no his¬ 

torian, with the possible exception of Vernon L. Parrington 

in his Main Currents in American Thought, has ventured to 

apply such an interpretation to any extended period of 

United States history.1 In other words, our historians have 

argued that such periods of illiberal reaction as we are ex¬ 

periencing today are atypical interludes in the mainstream 

of national progress—minor cataclysms which do not fit into 

the grand evolutionary pattern of our history. 

In contrast to this view, I would suggest that our present- 

day conservatism is only the most recent and glaring example 

of a decline in liberalism that goes back to the very begin¬ 

nings of our national history. The decline of American lib- 
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eralism is a product of no single cause or event; it has been 

gradual and cumulative. Since the time of the American 

Revolution, the major trend in our history has been in the 

direction of an ever-greater centralization and concentration 

of control—politically, economically, and socially. As a part 

of this drift toward “state capitalism” or “socialism,” the 

liberal values associated with the eighteenth-century En¬ 

lightenment—and especially that of individual freedom— 

have slowly lost their primary importance in American life 

and thought. This has, of course, been true of other civiliza¬ 

tions, including that of modern Europe; and it is possible 

to draw a close parallel between the experiences of the Old 

World and the New. I realize too that, in all this, I am con¬ 

struing liberalism in rather precise and rigid terms. On the 

other hand, what frequently passes for liberalism today is too 

often an opportunistic philosophy which, by its extreme rela¬ 

tivist definition of terms, effectively conceals the disintegra¬ 

tion of the liberal tradition. 

Historically, liberalism is not easy to define, but even this 

difficulty pales into insignificance in comparison with the 

extraordinary contemporary confusion over the term. In the 

United States many of those who consider themselves liber¬ 

als have been enthusiastic disciples of what might be called 

the progressive tradition, stretching from the Square Deal 

of Theodore Roosevelt, through Wilson’s New Freedom and 

Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, to the Fair Deal of the post- 

World War II era. These progressive liberals have accepted 

the linkage made in John Dewey’s book Liberalism and So¬ 

cial Action. They regard the growth of some sort of collec¬ 

tivism as inevitable, and stress the need of government regu¬ 

lation to preserve ancient liberties and to meet the problems 

of modern industrial development. On the other hand, 

conservatives and libertarians, who also include themselves 

within the ideological confines of liberalism, complain that 
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The European Experience 

LrBERALisM has deep roots in the past. Historically its origins 

may be traced back to the Humanists of the Renaissance, 

to the religious reformers of the Reformation, and to the 

many seventeenth- and eighteenth-century advocates of the 

natural rights philosophy. In its early stages liberalism was 

in large part concerned with criticism of existing society and 

institutions. It tended to be destructive or even revolution¬ 

ary; thus it sought to limit the authority of both church and 

state, and to protect certain fundamental individual rights 

from interference by the governing powers. Along with their 

assertion of the claims of the individual conscience, liberals 

favored self-government and national self-determination. 

Sympathetic to the rights of minority groups, liberals were 

suspicious of any effort to control or suppress freedom of 

thought and expression. On the economic side, liberalism 

emerged from the feudal economy of the Middle Ages and 

early became identified with the pretensions and outlook of 

the rising middle class, standing for a philosophy allowing 

the utmost economic freedom to the individual.1 

In its emphasis upon the free individual, liberalism is 

closely allied with many of the tenets of modern democracy. 

But there are also important differences. Freedom of the 

individual, for example, conflicts with such democratic prin¬ 

ciples as equality and majority rule. Thus majorities are 

not always stanch guardians of minority rights, and the 

1 
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struggle for equality encroaches inevitably upon the privi¬ 

leges or rights of some individuals.2 On the other hand, lib¬ 

eralism is not the same as anarchism. Libertarian in its stress 

on minority rights and individual freedom, liberalism never¬ 

theless accepts the necessity of government and of certain 

social and economic restraints. Accordingly, though it may 

often tend logically in that direction, liberalism differs from 

philosophical anarchism. Perhaps it is best therefore if we 

think of liberalism, not as a well-defined political or eco¬ 

nomic system, but as a collection of ideas or principles which 

go to make up an attitude or “habit of mind.” 3 But within 

this liberal climate of opinion, however broadly or nar¬ 

rowly it may be defined, it is necessary to include the con¬ 

cept of limited representative government and the widest 

possible freedom of the individual — both intellectually 

and economically. Although not a system, liberalism in such 

periods as the Age of the Enlightenment became an articu¬ 

late and unified movement. 

Side by side with the liberal idea of the freedom of the 

individual went the concept of his enlightenment. In West¬ 

ern Europe and in the American colonies by the time of the 

eighteenth century, man was breaking the bonds that tied 

him to a feudal serfdom, universal state church, or absolute 

national monarch. The first task of liberalism therefore was 

the largely negative one of freeing the individual from the 

various absolutes of state, church, and feudal economy. 

Though this destructive, critical function was immensely 

important to the liberal tradition, liberalism was also a 

philosophy or way of life that had its positive, constructive 

features. This side of liberalism received perhaps its most 

notable first expression in the Enlightenment of the eight¬ 

eenth century. Although its roots lay in the scientific dis¬ 

coveries and nascent individualism of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, the Enlightenment reached its great- 
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est extent and influence in the following century, when the 

leading scientists and philosophers of Western civilization 

achieved a virtual intellectual revolution in the history of 

mankind. 

Of first importance, and stemming logically from the tre¬ 

mendous scientific discoveries of Newton and his predeces¬ 

sors, was the idea of a universe governed by natural laws. 

The scientists’ increasing knowledge of the world and its 

relationship to other heavenly bodies inspired the hope that 

man might penetrate the mysteries of the universe and re¬ 

duce the supernatural to natural and knowledgeable terms. 

Corollary to this hope was a faith in human reason and in the 

ability of the educated individual to understand the laws of 

nature and guide himself accordingly. From these beliefs in 

natural law and in human reason derived the concept of 

natural religion, in which religious truth conformed to the 

evidence of science and nature and was accepted as a matter 

of reason instead of by faith. In politics, economics, and even 

psychology, natural laws also determined the course of 

events. Accordingly, arbitrary state regulations not only in¬ 

terfered with the operation of natural laws, but also curbed 

the natural rights of the individual. It followed therefore 

that political economy was a science devoted to the discovery 

and better understanding of natural laws, while the state was 

limited in its scope of operations to the preservation and 

protection of the natural rights of its citizens. 

Assuming that man would use his reason and obey the 

natural law, the philosophers of the Age of the Enlighten¬ 

ment envisioned a steady progress on the part of society 

toward the ultimate goal of the perfectibility of mankind. 

Realistically, however, it was apparent to even the most 

optimistic of Utopians that a state of perfection was still in 

the offing. It was only natural therefore that enlightened 

thinkers should, in the meantime, maintain a keen humani- 
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tarian interest in reforming, or at least in alleviating, evils 

that currently oppressed the individual and slowed the 

progress of society. Negro slavery, for example, was in ob¬ 

vious contradiction to the theory of natural rights; and in 

other respects as well individuals suffered from the effects of 

their environment. The improvement of society through 

private and charitable efforts was thus often the most prac¬ 

tical and immediate task of the eighteenth-century enlight¬ 

ened liberal. 

As a way of life, European liberalism achieved its greatest 

popular influence and most widespread geographical extent 

during the middle of the nineteenth century. Along with its 

growth, however, came signs of decline, and after 1870 lib¬ 

eralism was no longer ascendant even in its cradle, England, 

though the beginnings of its decline in Europe may be traced 

back as far as the time of the French Revolution. Before the 

Revolution, and in the age of the eighteenth-century En¬ 

lightenment, liberals had prided themselves on their cosmo¬ 

politan, humanitarian outlook. Laying great stress on the 

efficacy of men’s reason, they had valued education and the 

scientific method as the two chief instruments of progress. 

But this faith in progress by gradual, evolutionary steps, 

central to liberal hopes for the future, was rudely inter¬ 

rupted when the Reign of Terror, and ensuing Napoleonic 

military despotism, shattered the early idealism of the 

French Revolution. 

At first the Revolution had seemed to promise the realiza¬ 

tion of the dreams of the French philosophes and ideologues. 

The Revolutionary cry of liberty, equality, and fraternity 

was the counterpart of the popular sovereignty, democracy, 

and republicanism of Rousseau’s famous Social Contract 

(1761). But Rousseau’s mystical and romantic concept of the 

general will, however well it agreed with the Revolutionary 

democracy of the French masses, was in conflict with much 
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of eighteenth-century liberalism. Wars and violent revolu¬ 

tions, pushing people into extremes of thought, are always 

dangerous to a moderate point of view, and it was not sur¬ 

prising therefore that in the course of the French Revolution 

the liberalism of 1789 was stifled by the Terror of 1793. In 

order to maintain itself, the Revolution was forced to sup¬ 

press, one by one, all the liberties it had previously pro¬ 

claimed, until eventually it was confronted by Caesarism in 

the person of Napoleon. The tyranny of the many had cul¬ 

minated in the dictatorship of the First Consul and Em¬ 

peror.4 

The period of restoration, which followed in the wake of 

the defeat of the Napoleonic conscript armies, ushered in an 

age of reaction during which liberalism remained in eclipse. 

With disillusion over the perversion of the ideals of the 

French Revolution there also developed a strong feeling 

against the liberal principles of the Enlightenment. Europe 

was now embarked on “the search for a principle of author¬ 

ity,” characterized by “a general and widespread weariness 

of intellectual analysis combined with an appeal to faith, to 

sentiment, to history, in fact to anything that ran counter to 

the ideals of the Enlightenment.” Intellectuals were op¬ 

pressed by the kind of spiritual vacuum symbolized in 

Goethe’s Faust, while they sought something — almost any¬ 

thing — to believe in. This emotional reaction was exem¬ 

plified by Pietism and Methodism in religion, by Burke’s 

appeal to history and tradition, and by the general aura of 

Romanticism. It was also apparent in the construction of 

German idealism by Hegel and his followers.5 

Yet, though liberalism seemed dying in 1815, it presently 

revived, even if in a somewhat less original or daring form. 

Jeremy Bentham, the English reformer, was a bridge be¬ 

tween the old and the new in liberalism, and also a charac¬ 

teristic figure with his emphasis on liberty and utility 
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words that soon became the motto of the rising English 

middle-class Liberals. By mid-century, such major compo¬ 

nents of liberalism as laissez-faire economics, constitutional 

government, national self-determination, and popular edu¬ 

cation seemed well on the road to realization. But liberalism, 

as Carlton Hayes has pointed out, was also becoming more 

conservative and was in grave danger of being a philosophy 

of all things to all men. There was even some doubt about its 

one historical constant — the liberty of the individual against 

all despotic authority. Most threatening of all, undoubtedly, 

was the disastrous effect on liberalism of a growing economic 

nationalism and imperialism, the seedbed of the totalitarian 

nationalisms of the twentieth century. After the 1870’s, re¬ 

forms carried out in Western Europe under the banners of 

liberalism and democracy occurred only at a rising cost in 

individual liberties. Plans for state education and social se¬ 

curity were advanced side by side with the conscription of 

individuals for military service. It was not surprising there¬ 

fore that liberals were occasionally wont to complain that 

the new solicitude of the national state for the physical and 

mental well-being of its citizens was merely the direct con¬ 

comitant of its own selfish and warlike purposes.6 

The impact of nationalism and the decline of liberalism 

were most apparent in the German states. In Prussia, after 

the failure of the revolutionary movements of 1848, the 

conservatives gained control and backed the king in his 

efforts to reform the army along militarist lines. The old 

citizen army, supported by units of state militia, had proved 

unreliable during the revolution and was now transformed 

into a professional body of regulars and reservists. When the 

liberals in parliament refused to vote the necessary credits, 

the king appointed Bismarck as his chief minister. Announc¬ 

ing a policy of “blood and iron,” Bismarck proceeded to 
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govern Prussia during the i860 s without a legal budget and 

without calling parliament into session.7 

By 1871, under Bismarck’s chancellorship, a militarist 

Prussian state had achieved domination over the German 

peoples and had defeated in swift succession Denmark, 

Austria, and France. The new German Empire of William I 

and Bismarck, which arose from these military victories, gave 

short shrift to liberalism. Though the imperial Reichstag 

had the right to vote the army credits, it had no influence 

over the management of military affairs. At the same time, 

opposition to Bismarck’s domestic policies on the part of 

labor and socialist groups was overcome by a broad program 

of social security legislation. This was designed not only to 

lessen the economic grievances on which the Social Demo¬ 

cratic party grew strong, but also to attach the masses more 

loyally to the German Empire and to ensure their physical 

fitness to serve in the imperial conscript army. Meanwhile 

German industry was tied more closely to the militarist pro¬ 

gram of rearmament. A half century later the Nazi state 

under Hitler wrote the final chapter of what Friedrich 

Meinecke has called The German Catastrophe. 

In England, in contrast to Germany, the problems of po¬ 

litical nationalism, except as they developed into overseas 

imperialism, were less intense. But by the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century there were growing symptoms of an 

economic decline in the British Isles and a rising discontent 

with the fruits of industrialism and the philosophy of liberal¬ 

ism. Earlier in the century, under the impact of the indus¬ 

trial revolution, the older eighteenth-century philosophical 

liberalism had won new practical support from business and 

the middle class. At the same time, the Manchester school of 

economists preached the doctrines of laissez faire, which 

Gladstone and his Liberal party translated into practical 
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politics. The Reform bills, beginning with that of 1832, 

slowly widened ihe suffrage, but without giving full power 

to the masses. Nevertheless, the extension of the suffrage 

gradually transformed the personal relationship between 

members of Parliament and their constituents. The disci¬ 

pline of parties had to be substituted, while the tyranny of 

public opinion and despotism of the administrative state, so 

feared by John Stuart Mill, Lord Acton, and other nine¬ 

teenth-century English liberals, hovered on the horizon. 

During these years certain English intellectuals became 

admirers of Bismarck’s state socialism; while Hegel, accord¬ 

ing to the French historian Halevy, had more avowed fol¬ 

lowers in Britain than in Germany. Other Englishmen of 

the Victorian era became disillusioned with the inefficiency 

of liberal democracy and were prepared to welcome a coming 

era of strong executive administration.8 

By the turn of the century, liberalism in England was 

faced with a growing pressure from two extremes. On the 

left, and in the ranks of labor, there were those demanding 

social legislation and economic reforms. On the right, the 

Conservative proponents of a greater empire were advocat¬ 

ing the adoption of a protective tariff to support a larger 

navy. In theory the Liberals, occupying a middle ground, 

could have withheld these social reforms or, adhering to 

their traditional antimilitarism, have refused the demand 

for larger naval appropriations. As a practical matter, how¬ 

ever, the Liberals gave up their individualism and instead 

turned to new taxes. The additional funds were to finance 

the navy and to pay for the program of social security legisla¬ 

tion inaugurated for the English worker by the Lloyd 

George budget of 1909.® 

In the realm of foreign policy, the Liberal leaders, Grey 

and Asquith, now sided with the imperialist and militarist 

Conservatives to such an extent that there “was a veritable 
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cult of the principle of continuity . . 10 Thus the English 

Liberal ministers moved on the two planes of domestic re¬ 

form and of preparation for a possible war. Unable to con¬ 

fide in Parliament because of rank-and-fde opposition to the 

idea of war, Asquith and Grey bided their time until the 

German invasion of Belgium furnished the occasion for a 

decision. It was apparent then that a war decided upon by 

the Liberal government, rather than by the Conservatives, 

would be less unpopular with the masses and might also 

serve as a release from the almost unbearable tensions that 

had been building up to a near-revolutionary climax in 

1914.11 At the same time, however, the war was to wreck the 

Liberal party and fatally undermine traditional English 

liberalism. 

The collapse of liberalism in England in the midst of 

World War I brought to a close a century marked by a series 

of crises in the history of the liberal tradition of Western 

Europe. Beginning with its subversion in Revolutionary 

France, liberalism finally succumbed to the nationalism and 

imperialism rampant in Europe at the end of the nineteenth 

century. 

In the United States the rise and fall of the liberal tradi¬ 

tion was marked by something of the same succession of re¬ 

current crises and over-all decline that characterized its 

course in Europe. A rising colonial and Revolutionary lib¬ 

eralism was modified by the conservative reaction after the 

War of Independence. A reviving liberalism in the early 

nineteenth century, exemplified in part by Jeffersonian and 

Jacksonian democracy, and paralleling a similar develop¬ 

ment in Europe, foundered during the Civil War. Although 

there seemed to be ample evidence of a liberal recovery early 

in the twentieth century, progressivism in the United States 

was actually as delusive as Lloyd George’s reform program 
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in England, and World War I was as disastrous to liberalism 

in the New World as in the Old. 

In the perspectives offered by time, it has been possible to 

see that liberalism has survived in the nineteenth and twen¬ 

tieth centuries in an increasingly attenuated form. Along 

with such precarious existence has gone a gradual loss of 

vitality. This seems clearer today than it did fifty years ago. 

But because historians, in such overwhelming numbers, 

have focused their attention on elements of strength and 

growth in the American liberal tradition, the other side has 

been almost completely ignored. It is the purpose of the 

following pages therefore to trace the factors in American 

life that have pointed toward a declining liberalism. This 

we can best do by examining first, and rather briefly, the 

establishment of a liberal society in colonial America. 



2 

The Hope of America 

The discovery of America, falling within the era of West¬ 

ern history known as the Renaissance and Reformation, 

helped to mark the transition from medieval to modern 

civilization. Following Columbus’s epochal voyage in 1492, 

over a century elapsed before the first permanent English 

settlement in the New World was begun at Jamestown in 

1607. But the next one hundred fifty years saw the building 

up of a colonial society that was also to contain the embryo of 

a new nation. It was during these years of the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries that the rise of modern liberalism 

took place, not only on the continent of Europe, but in colo¬ 

nial America as well. In the New World the development 

of this American liberalism depended upon both native and 

inherited factors. 

In all the long story of liberalism, in its American and 

European phases, it is important to remember that the eight¬ 

eenth century was its classic age. In the United States this 

classic period, accordingly, belongs largely to our prena¬ 

tional history, and it is not far from correct to say that liberal¬ 

ism and colonial America grew up together. 

If we turn back to the beginnings of the American colonies 

we see that the motives that originally impelled private per¬ 

sons and nation-states to cross the Atlantic and build a new 

civilization were not always the same. In the case of the gov¬ 

ernments, the rival economic and strategic ambitions of the 

11 
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great European powers summarized their interest in over¬ 

seas ventures. But in regard to individuals, motivations were 

more complex. Some who came, such as Negro slaves or de¬ 

ported criminals, had little choice in the matter, while, at the 

other extreme, were the considerable number who migrated 

from sheer love of change or adventure. Probably the major¬ 

ity of the settlers who came to America did so because of 

their longing to break away from the rigid class society and 

restraints of Europe. In one way or another the average set¬ 

tler was fleeing absolutism. Religious dissenters, hopeful of 

escaping the bonds of an authoritarian state church, were 

joined by political refugees of every description. Most im¬ 

portant of all was the lure of free land and the desire on the 

part of virtually every settler to secure greater economic and 

social advantages, both for himself and for his children. 

In their quest for an individual freedom based on reli¬ 

gious, political, social, and economic liberties, the settlers 

along the North American coastline were not to be disap¬ 

pointed. The harsh struggle for existence in a wilderness 

environment, although at first serving to emphasize the 

cruder and more material aspects of life, was gradually mod¬ 

ified by the richness of the natural resources available to the 

early settlers. An abundance of free land ensured the wide¬ 

spread diffusion of property, higher wages, and greater social 

equality. Feudal customs of restricted land tenure proved 

impossible of general application in the New World. No 

hereditary aristocracy of lords and ladies owned exclusive 

title to the land, and the Old World customs of primogeni¬ 

ture and entailed estates were never popular in the colonies. 

Prosperity bred economic individualism and, in a land of 

seemingly boundless potential wealth, mercantilist notions 

of political economy began to yield the economic stage to a 

rising laissez-faire capitalism. 

At the same time, with the colonists apparently deter- 
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mined to fight all outside authority, centralized political and 

economic controls emanating from the mother country 

proved difficult to enforce. In the opinion of Adam Smith, 

the celebrated English economist, the wealth of the colonies 

depended upon one simple economic factor, “plenty of good 

land,” and one political factor, “liberty to manage their own 

affairs in their own way.” 1 In the matter of religion, also, 

the numerous dissenting sects that were able to find refuge 

in the American colonies, plus the need to attract more set¬ 

tlers, did much to ensure a large degree of toleration. Thus 

the longing for freedom, which drove the more enterprising 

and adventuresome minority to the New World, was largely 

satisfied by contact wdth the American environment. “All 

took a risk, and in large part their hopes were joined,” 2 

In the emphasis upon the role of the American environ¬ 

ment, one must not overlook the continued interaction be¬ 

tween the colonies and the mother country. Indeed the 

growth of liberalism in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen¬ 

turies was a two-way process. At the same time that a native 

American liberalism was flourishing, and broadening the 

base of the intellectual inheritance carried from Europe, 

colonization and settlement of the New World were having a 

beneficent effect on the Old. By sloughing off the adventure¬ 

some, discontented, rebellious, or freedom-loving clement 

of its population, Europe was able to support a more liberal 

economic climate for those who remained. Thus the wealth 

and example of the New World exercised a liberating influ¬ 

ence on the Old, and the existence of the American colonies 

as a frontier outpost of Western Europe contributed to the 

prosperity of the whole.3 

Among the most important legacies bequeathed by 

England to her colonies was the striving for political and 

religious liberty. The English people had come to pride 

themselves on their freedom, and in the years before coloni- 
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zation of America they had already acquired a strong hostil¬ 

ity to any form of arbitrary power. Essential to the English 

political tradition was the belief that individuals had certain 

natural rights which government could not violate with 

impunity. This tradition, reinforced by the revolutions of 

the seventeenth century, was most eloquently expressed in 

the writings of John Locke. And it was Locke, also, who 

espoused publicly a policy of religious toleration. After the 

Glorious Revolution of 1689, the more extreme persecution 

of dissenters, either political or religious, declined in Eng¬ 

land, and personal freedom became part of the individual’s 

rights as an English subject. These rights were also respected 

in the English overseas territories. In the royal charters 

drawn up for the various American colonies, the rights and 

privileges of an Englishman were considered as a part of his 

person to be taken wherever he went. Moreover, they were 

interpreted as applying equally well to all settlers of the 

New World, whatever their original nationality. 

The continued development of colonial liberalism is a 

familiar story that does not need extensive elaboration in 

these pages. Essentially the colonial period witnessed the 

successful working out of the experiment of a free people 

living in a free land. Nowhere else were a people able to 

build a culture and civilization with so little native inter¬ 

ference. The Indian tribes formed only a thin veneer across 

the continent, and the lands of North America were truly 

virgin soil open for exploitation and use. Thus the liberal 

ideas, already germinating in Europe in the seventeenth cen¬ 

tury, were able to grow even stronger in the free American 

territory and climate of opinion. 

Most important of all to colonial liberalism was the fact 

that American society was fluid and constantly changing. It 

was a society that was open at both ends. From Western Eu¬ 

rope in the eighteenth century a new stream of settlers came 
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to join the original English migrants of the previous century, 

and America early became a melting pot and a haven of 

refuge. Meanwhile the colonial population was pushing 

westward in search of still cheaper and better lands along 

the frontier. In time, as the population grew, the means of 

securing decent land cheaply diminished. Especially in the 

South, a native landed aristocracy of wealthy planters was 

able to force out the small individual farmer. Fortunately, 

however, with the growth of towns and town life there were 

new opportunities for the displaced yeoman farmers as ar¬ 

tisans or mechanics. Moreover, there was the ever-present 

possibility of moving on farther west. The significant fact 

therefore is not the various economic barriers that were 

thrown in the way of a more equalitarian social order, but 

the large field that remained open to the enterprising indi¬ 

vidual. 

It is true, of course, that class distinctions continued to 

exist in America as they always had in Europe. Sometimes 

social and class conflict reached the point of open revolt, as 

in the instances of Bacon’s Rebellion in 1675 and the later 

uprising in the New York colony led by Jacob Leisler. But 

the lines between aristocratic and democratic elements were 

seldom well defined, and many complex outside political 

and economic issues were involved in these domestic colo¬ 

nial struggles. Thus sectional rivalry between tidewater and 

back country was always present as an additional source of 

dispute, and finally, of course, there was the open bitterness 

between the mother country and the colonies. In the course 

of the eighteenth century the aristocracy of merchants and 

planters was often able to assume greater economic and po¬ 

litical powers, but at the same time the more democratic ele¬ 

ments in the back-country regions were being strengthened 

by continued immigration. By the eve of the American 

Revolution therefore, despite the continued servile status of 



i6 THE DECLINE OF AMERICAN LIBERALISM 

a substantial minority, the American colonies, judged by 

European standards and customs, had advanced far in the 

direction of an equalitarian order.4 

Class lines, however sharply drawn in America, were less 

rigid than those which divided the population of the Euro¬ 

pean nations. The upper class in the colonies was less aristo¬ 

cratic than in Europe, and members of the middle class in 

America who tried to copy the manners and customs of the 

upper strata of society could more often hope to achieve a 

higher station in life. The middle class itself, comprising the 

small independent farmers, artisans, clerks, minor officials, 

and lesser merchants, as well as the lower clergy and teachers, 

was the most numerous class in America. In large part there¬ 

fore the American colonial economy fulfilled liberal expec¬ 

tations, approximating closely the agrarian dream of a so¬ 

ciety in which property was widely diffused and divided on 

fairly equal terms. Only the presence of the lower class of 

Negro slaves and indentured white servants intervened to 

mar the picture of a free and liberal social system. 

In the case of indentured servants, who are estimated to 

have made up one-half to two-thirds of all white immigrants, 

advancement though limited was not impossible. The labor 

contract, or indenture, enforcing a period of servitude of 

from four to seven years, soon became the chief means of 

securing settlers, especially in Pennsylvania and along the 

frontier. Conditions of work and legal protection for the 

indentured servant varied, but in any event his servile status 

was limited in time and he sometimes received a bonus in 

the form of land upon completion of his term of service. 

Once free, the former indentured servant passed into the 

ranks of the other settlers. 

No such opportunities or inducements as attracted the 

indentured servants were held out to the Negroes brought to 

America from Africa and soon fastened into perpetual slav- 
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eiy. Though a servile status described the situation of both 

the Negro slave and the indentured white laborer, it was the 

institution of Negro slavery that formed the great exception 

to generalizations about colonial equality and severely com¬ 

promised early American liberalism. The very circumstances 

under which the Negro was brought to America, after first 

being uprooted from his native culture and herded aboard 

the slave ships, did violence to the liberal belief in the dig¬ 

nity and worth of the individual. Moreover, slavery entailed 

the disadvantage of encouraging wasteful use of the soil, thus 

making more difficult the lot of the small independent 

farmer. In Virginia, for example, by the eighteenth century 

masters and slaves dominated lands that had formerly be¬ 

longed to free farmers.6 Slavery therefore, conflicting on’ 

both moral and economic grounds with the main tenets of 

liberalism, represented a paradox which a liberty-loving 

age could hardly well defend. On the other hand, it was a 

tribute to the liberalism of the American colonies that, by 

the time of the Revolution, the slave system was coming 

under growing attack. 

Also a factor in mitigating the conflict of slavery with 

eighteenth-century liberalism was the continuing colonial 

interest in educating and Christianizing the Negro. So long 

as this was done there was some basis for the argument that 

the slave was being prepared for eventual freedom, and such 

colonial interest was in marked contrast to the indifference 

or hostility to Negro education that later came to character¬ 

ize the South. 

Almost as unfortunate as the Negro slave was the Amer¬ 

ican Indian, who, though not enslaved, was often warred 

upon and divested of his lands and hunting grounds. Amer¬ 

ican colonists were little inclined to accept the Indian as a 

noble savage. Such an idealized and romanticized picture of 

the American aborigines was popular chiefly among social 
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theorists and primitivists in Europe, who felt that the Indian 

was an unspoiled child of nature. But Americans, disillu¬ 

sioned by firsthand contact on the frontier battleground, 

soon gave up their early attempts to Christianize him, al¬ 

though the Puritans seem to have been the only group 

wholly to condemn the Indian as a savage incapable of civili¬ 

zation. In the settled areas along the seaboard, a few edu¬ 

cated eighteenth-century Americans accepted the stylized 

European concept of the Indian, but the general colonial 

policy and attitude remained highly illiberal.0 

Always remembering the exceptions of Indian and Negro, 

it was nevertheless true that, in the course of the eighteenth 

century, colonial America achieved the basic framework of a 

liberal society. Not democratic, and even in large part aris¬ 

tocratic, it was, however, liberal in the sense of the great 

freedom of opportunity available to the individual. The 

colonial aristocracy was frequently a natural aristocracy of 

talents and ability, rather than an upper class based on in¬ 

heritance or title of nobility. In originality,, or in depth of 

intellectual life, the American scholar, artist, or scientist was 

not the equal of his European counterpart, yet freedom of 

thought largely prevailed. And it was also true that the aver¬ 

age American of the 1700’s enjoyed more liberty than his 

seventeenth-century predecessor or his British contempo¬ 

rary. 

In the political sphere, colonial assemblies were able to 

maintain their rights and privileges against the demands of 

autocratic royal governors. The colonial legislative bodies 

were particularly zealous in insisting upon their right to in¬ 

dulge in free discussion and debate. Underlying this right, 

in turn, was the whole cause of free speech and a free press 

for which a noteworthy victory against possible British inter¬ 

ference was scored when a colonial jury in 1733 acquitted 
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John Peter Zenger, a German printer in New York, of the 

charge of libel. 

Political liberty in the colonies was closely tied to the pres¬ 

ervation of local government under representatives chosen 

by the people. It is true that the suffrage was much restricted 

by property qualifications so that only a minority, and often 

a very small minority, of the adult male population was able 

to vote. Also newly settled areas to the west were likely to be 

discriminated against and underrepresented in the colonial 

legislatures. But these limitations on democracy were partly 

overcome by such advantages as frequent elections and close 

ties between voters and elected representatives. The right of 

the people to instruct their delegates was a distinguishing 

feature of the colonial theory of representation, and “local 

self-government seemed to the colonial mind to demand that 

representation should always be under the close scrutiny 

of the community.” 7 In the case of the New England town 

meeting, all the freemen could attend and exercise an equal 

voice in community matters. Though the more direct de¬ 

mocracy that accompanied the town meeting was limited in 

extent to the New England colonies, American political in¬ 

stitutions as a whole were decentralized and divided among 

colony, county, and town governments. Undemocratic in 

restrictions on the suffrage and absence of majority rule, the 

colonial political system had, however, its redeeming liberal 

features. Against the British desire for more centralization 

and a tighter imperial control, colonial liberals argued that 

government should remain close to the people, its powers 

being diminished as it grew more remote from the popular 

will. 

Religious institutions in the American colonies also 

shared the liberal atmosphere of the eighteenth century. The 

desire for religious liberty, which impelled many of the 
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colonists to come to America, was on the whole enhanced in 

the New World environment. The Puritans, holding to the 

narrow dogma of complete freedom only for those who were 

true believers of Calvinist doctrines, attempted to limit both 

political and religious liberty to members of their own cor¬ 

poration and church. But Puritan doctrines came under at¬ 

tack almost from the very beginnings of the settlements at 

Massachusetts Bay. Most prominent among early religious 

liberals who criticized the Puritan concept of church and 

state was Roger Williams. After his banishment from Massa¬ 

chusetts, Williams fled to Rhode Island, where he was able 

to put into practice many of his ideas of religious toleration, 

as well as to encourage a more democratic political and eco¬ 

nomic system. No other American of the seventeenth cen¬ 

tury went so far as Williams in his defense of individual lib¬ 

erty, or in carrying to its logical conclusion the Reformation 

principle of the right of free enquiry. 

Outside Rhode Island, religious toleration came closest to 

complete freedom in the Middle Colonies. In contrast to the 

South, where Negro slaves provided the labor force, or to 

New England, where the Puritans discouraged outsiders, the 

proprietors of the Middle Colonies pursued a liberal policy 

designed to attract settlers in large numbers. Maryland 

granted its well-known act of toleration in 1649, and in New 

York the British allowed the Dutch population to continue 

its own forms of worship. Pennsylvania’s liberal policy was a 

mixture of practical needs plus the real idealism of the Penn 

family in providing a refuge for members of the Society of 

Friends. 

On the whole, therefore, the colonial period witnessed a 

gradual but steady progress toward religious toleration. In 

contrast to the French and Spanish colonies, where church 

and state remained in close union, the ties that bound them 

together in most of the English colonies were becoming 
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weaker. Final disestablishment of the churches awaited the 

American Revolution. Meanwhile it was true that Catholics, 

Jews, and atheists were subject to various restraints, but in 

general the eighteenth century saw a trend in the direction 

of greater religious liberalism. In New England the Puritan 

hold was relaxed, and the power of the theocracy waned after 

the loss of the old colonial charter in 1684. The final climax 

of religious hysteria and fanaticism in the Salem witchcraft 

delirium of 1692 quickly subsided after nineteen persons 

had been hanged and many more arrested and imprisoned. 

This persecution of numerous innocents in the witchcraft 

trials marked the last important instance of extreme reli¬ 

gious intolerance in the colonies. In Virginia, where the 

Anglican Church was strongly established and supported by 

public taxation, dissent was nevertheless permitted. It was 

not without point therefore that the French husbandman 

Crevecceur commented on the extraordinary religious di¬ 

versity and toleration that characterized the melting pot of 

the colonial population on the eve of the Revolution.8 

By mid-century, religious liberalism was also being 

strengthened by the two opposite strands of thought that 

flowed from the natural religion of deism and the counter¬ 

movement of the Great Awakening. Deism, adhering to a 

concept of religion that was governed by natural rather 

than supernatural forces, emphasized the rational element 

in Christianity. The evangelists of the revival of the 1740’s, 

known as the Great Awakening, on the other hand, stressed 

the emotional side of religion. But inherent in both ap¬ 

proaches was a reaffirmation of the importance of the in¬ 

dividual in religion and his emancipation from older and 

more conservative forms of worship. 

The new trend in religious thought, with its emphasis on 

an individualistic and humanitarian approach, was an ex¬ 

ample of the more enlightened liberal attitude of the eight- 
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eenth century. In contrast to the harsh Calvinist view of man 

as essentially a depraved creature destined for eternal 

damnation, a more optimistic conception of human nature 

became popular during the Enlightenment. Holding with 

Locke’s famous Essay Concerning Human Understanding 

(1690) the position that man was not born with innate ideas 

or a predetermined future, liberals argued that he was in¬ 

stead a product of his environment. From this plastic theory 

of human nature there followed naturally the conclusion 

that man’s nature was subject to change and that reform 

could be achieved through an improvement of the environ¬ 

ment. All of this went far toward making up a new psychol¬ 

ogy and philosophy of progress and reform. Such a faith was 

also able to derive added strength from a contemplation of 

the American environment, where even the most casual ob¬ 

server could see ample evidence of a very great change and 

improvement. 

The same liberalism that characterized American reli¬ 

gious and political institutions on the eve of the War of In¬ 

dependence also prevailed in social life and thought. Abun¬ 

dant lands and the opportunity to get ahead economically 

resulted in a natural faith in a laissez-faire, agrarian type of 

society. Middle-class, family virtues of thrift, hard work, and 

self-reliance were favored and, in response to the need for 

population, women and children enjoyed a more important 

role and were also better treated than was the case in Europe. 

Although Puritanism exercised certain frustrations and re¬ 

straints upon body and soul, colonial society was not in gen¬ 

eral censorious of one’s private life and conduct. There was 

little provocation to crime among a people not crowded in 

slums or cities, and at the same time a growing humanitarian 

feeling characterized the colonial attitude toward the crim¬ 

inal. Formal education was still largely the privilege of the 

aristocracy, but there was the possibility of self-culture, as 
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Benjamin Franklin s career so amply demonstrated. Gen¬ 

erally speaking, it was true that in education, morals, and 

social outlook American colonial life was moving hopefully 

in the direction of a greater freedom and wider opportunity. 

In many ways the typical figure of this liberalism and en¬ 

lightenment was Benjamin Franklin, who served almost 

equally well as the child or the spokesman of his age. Yet it is 

doubtful whether so enormously talented and gifted an in¬ 

dividual as Franklin could in any sense be called typical. In 

almost any age or society, he presumably would have become 

a leader, but it was nevertheless a happy circumstance that 

his many-sided genius was allowed to flourish in the free at¬ 

mosphere of colonial America. A self-made man, Franklin 

never forgot his humble background, and throughout his 

life continued to identify himself with the middle class. He 

also maintained a keen humanitarian interest in the less for¬ 

tunate and actively promoted a multiplicity of reform 

schemes. A true liberal in his philosophy and life, he was 

tolerant and not dogmatic. In Europe he commanded respect 

as an example of American simplicity, and of the natural 

society of the New World. On both sides of the Atlantic his 

politics and economics were of a liberal persuasion. An 

agrarian, he regarded agriculture as the true source of 

wealth, and he therefore opposed an industrial organization 

of society. Private property he respected as a right, but he 

also urged that this right be tempered by individuals devot¬ 

ing their surplus wealth to charity and the general welfare of 

mankind. In science and education he stressed the practical 

needs of society, but he also had a great faith in self-educa¬ 

tion and never therefore advocated universal public school¬ 

ing. America’s first social philosopher, Franklin, in his life 

and thinking, exemplified the dignity of the free individual 

in a liberal society.9 

Franklin’s long career spanned the colonial and Revolu- 
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tionary eras of American history, the period of a rising lib¬ 

eralism. Beginning with the impulse that carried the settlers 

to the New World, and continuing to grow in the free en¬ 

vironment of the American continent, the struggle for a lib¬ 

eral society, which Franklin helped to carry on, reached a 

crisis in the War for Independence waged against Great 

Britain. 



3 

A Revolutionary Shift 

in Emphasis 

The American Revolution was an event of transcendent 

importance in the history of the liberal tradition. In Amer¬ 

ica it brought to a climax the ideas of liberal society that had 

been slowly developing in the thirteen colonies during a 

century and a half of British rule, while in England and on 

the continent of Europe the Revolution became an inspira¬ 

tion to liberals, who saw in the fighting across the Atlantic 

the dawn of a new era in the Western world. The role of the 

American Revolution was thus twofold. On the one hand, it 

represented the culmination of the localized colonial de¬ 

mand for home rule and, on the other, it seemed the opening 

phase of a world-wide struggle for a more liberal and hu¬ 

mane society. 

But despite the liberal hopes that it inspired, the Amer¬ 

ican Revolution nevertheless was not without its dangers so 

far as liberalism was concerned. However liberal in its gen¬ 

eral outlook and broader intentions, the actual Revolution 

was not always equally liberal in the means that it used to 

attain its goal. Taking the more optimistic view of its signifi¬ 

cance, the Beards in their Rise of American Civilization as¬ 

sert that “in nearly every branch of enlightened activity, in 

every sphere of liberal thought, the American Revolution 

marked the opening of a new humane epoch.” 1 But against 

25 
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this dictum of the Beards is the severe judgment of another 

American scholar, Vernon L. Parrington. Although he rec¬ 

ognized that the American Revolution had certain social 

consequences which gave an impetus to American liberal¬ 

ism, Parrington maintained that the Revolution on the 

whole indicated the triumph of the middle class and the 

encroachment of a new spirit of nationalism and American¬ 

ism upon the older, local frontiers of colonial days. 

This marked the turning point in American development; 

the checking of the long movement of decentralization and the 

beginning of a counter movement of centralization — the most 

revolutionary change in three hundred years of American ex¬ 

perience. The history of the rise of the coercive state in Amer¬ 

ica, with the ultimate arrest of all centrifugal tendencies, was 

implicit in that momentous counter movement.2 

The line of thought that led directly to the American 

Revolution first began to take definite form in the atmos¬ 

phere of native liberalism pervading the colonies by the 

middle of the eighteenth century. In the decade before 1776 

the unceasing colonial struggle for greater self-government 

turned into a demand for home rule, and then finally into 

an open attack upon the whole monarchical principle. In the 

political philosophy developed by various American spokes¬ 

men, ultimate reliance was placed upon the argument that 

individuals had certain natural rights which governments 

violated at their peril. Included among these rights, to which 

the colonials had grown accustomed, was not only political 

self-rule but also a large measure of economic freedom. On 

both the political and the economic side, the American posi¬ 

tion was thus frankly individualistic. 

Though there was little explicit democratic thinking in 

the colonies on the eve of the Revolution, the colonial pe¬ 

riod was still one of progress toward democracy, especially 
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along individualist lines. The early Revolutionary leaders 

— James Otis, Patrick Henry, and the Adamses — all de¬ 

nounced British interference with individual freedom and 

appealed to the concept of the natural rights of man. Colo¬ 

nial patriots, in other words, were thinking in terms of the 

negative side of government, and their liberalism was at first 

critical, and even destructive, in its emphasis. 

The most zealous of all the Revolutionary leaders in argu¬ 

ing the case for radical democracy was Samuel Adams, a pro¬ 

fessional agitator who came close to being a forerunner of 

the modern political demagogue. His saving grace, however, 

was his ardent belief in the principle of home rule. Accord¬ 

ing to Parrington, 

Love of the New England town-meeting democracy was bred 

in his bones. More clearly than others he saw the danger of 

erecting a governing class irresponsive to the popular will. He 

was, in short, the embodiment of the rising spirit of the 

eighteenth century that found expression in individualism, 

that exalted liberty and hated tyranny — a spirit that had for its 

ultimate purpose the reduction of the powers of the political 

state.3 

Adams used the Boston town meeting as his particular 

forum, and through a network of local committees of cor¬ 

respondence helped to keep up intercolonial enthusiasm 

for the Revolutionary cause. But the violent propaganda 

that he directed against both the British and the American 

aristocracy illustrated the danger that the Revolution repre¬ 

sented for a more traditionally liberal course of action. An 

extremist himself, Adams and his coworkers incited their 

fellow Americans to instances of mob violence out of keep¬ 

ing with a liberal spirit of toleration, or with legal proce¬ 

dures. 

Although liberals of a more conservative persuasion drew 
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back in alarm from such episodes as the Stamp Act riots or 

the Boston Tea Party, obviously a revolution could not be 

carried on as an entirely peaceful affair. Accordingly, no 

matter how liberal in its intentions or ends, the American 

Revolution was destined inevitably to invade the liberties of 

some individuals. Crevecoeur, the French agriculturist re¬ 

siding in America, complained bitterly and eloquently of 

this radical, terroristic side of the revolutionary process, and 

he himself suffered the fate of fellow moderates in losing his 

property and undergoing social ostracism.4 Though the 

Revolution was thus in many ways also a civil war, including 

its moments of terror and brutality, still the important fact 

to be noted is that it was conducted with little violence to 

minority or dissenting opinion. Loyalists who insisted on 

their views were the most oppressed, but patriot leaders 

could hardly have been expected to countenance an outright 

opposition, or the extension of aid and sympathy to the 

British cause. Even so, trial and execution for treason was 

rare or even nonexistent, and those who kept their feelings 

to themselves, or who agreed to accept the various American 

tests of loyalty, were for the most part able to survive the 

Revolutionary crisis with their persons and property unim¬ 

paired. 

Prerevolutionary radicalism and mob violence indicated 

in part that Americans were ready to take up the challenge 

of declaring their independence and thus formalize their 

Revolution. Political independence, expressed in a later age 

in terms of national self-determination, was an idea that 

Thomas Paine, a recent emigrant to the colonies, depicted 

most attractively for his fellow Americans. In his famous 

tract Common Sense, which he published opportunely in 

January 1776, Paine argued the justice and necessity of sepa¬ 

ration from Great Britain. Beginning with his well-known 

distinction between a society and a government — “Society 
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in every state is a blessing, but Government, even in its best 

state, is but a necessary evil — ” Paine attacked the theory 

and practice of the British monarchy. Scorning reconcilia¬ 

tion as a fallacious dream,” he pictured the advantages of 

peace and prosperity which a separated America would en¬ 

joy. Declaring that a “Government of our own is our natural 

right,” he also envisaged the America of the future as a ref¬ 

uge for freedom and as “an asylum for mankind.” 5 

Paine’s pioneering work struck a responsive chord 

throughout the colonies. Actual hostilities, of course, had 

already begun at Lexington and Concord, and it was there¬ 

fore becoming daily more obvious that Americans could not 

long keep up the fiction of loyalty to the crown, while they 

were busily engaged in fighting the king’s soldiers. Inde¬ 

pendence was in the air, and it was the particular glory of 

Paine’s work that he expressed so well what many Americans 

felt but could not bring themselves to the point of avowing. 

The actual Declaration of Independence, however, was not 

formulated until six months later, when the Continental 

Congress approved the words written by Thomas Jefferson. 

Better than any other single document, the Declaration of 

Independence stated the liberal political philosophy on 

which the ideology of the Revolution was based. In its cele¬ 

brated opening sentences, Jefferson expressed the American 

faith in natural rights — “that all men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalien¬ 

able Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pur¬ 

suit of Happiness.” Governments, deriving their just powers 

from the consent of the governed, were instituted to secure 

these rights. But whenever any government destroyed them, 

the people in turn had the right to alter or abolish the gov¬ 

ernment— though the Declaration added: “Prudence, in¬ 

deed, will dictate that Governments long established should 

not be changed for light and transient causes.” 0 
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The worthiness of the American cause was then further 

demonstrated in the Declaration by a long bill of particulars 

drawn up against the English crown. This familiar, and 

necessarily exaggerated, list of American grievances reduced 

itself in essence to the charge that the British had violated 

American liberties, not only the liberties of the colonial gov¬ 

ernments but also the personal freedom of the rank and file 

of the citizenry. Although the Declaration obviously stated 

the American case in the most favorable terms possible, it 

was nevertheless significant that Jefferson’s language was 

basically mild and dignified. It partook the liberal spirit of 

the times and argued the cause of revolution in a rational 

and restrained manner. The Declaration accordingly had 

little of the flavor of the typical revolutionary manifesto. 

Instead of calling Americans to arms, it appealed to world 

opinion to recognize the justice and merits of the American 

position. 

While the Declaration of Independence ably summarized 

the American philosophy of political liberalism, the task of 

translating that philosophy into action still remained. It was 

therefore in the constitutions drafted by the various states 

during the course of the Revolution that one sees the prac¬ 

tical application of the principles expounded in the Decla¬ 

ration. These constitutions were an expression of the impor¬ 

tance that Americans attached to having a definite written 

document, specifying the personal and property rights of the 

citizen and the limited powers allowed government. All of 

them included a declaration of rights based on the 1689 

English bill of rights, and the major emphasis was on lib¬ 

eralism in the sense of freedom from government inter¬ 

ference. The people were to retain their sovereignty, 

while government acted as their agent. “In every instance 

in these early state constitutions,” as one historian later 

wrote, 
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the state is presented as created by the people, and existing 

solely for the good of the individual. Its sole duty is stated to be 

to protect him in the full enjoyment of his natural and inalien¬ 

able rights. Public officials are declared to be the trustees of the 

people; the right of revolution is inherent in society. In no 

instance is the state presented as the provider of office, the 

creator of monopolies.7 

The powers of state governments were not only limited in 

extent, but they were also divided among governor, courts, 

and legislature. At the same time, the individual was guaran¬ 

teed freedom of speech, press, and religion, and granted the 

right to bear arms, to petition peacefully, and to join to¬ 

gether in associations of his own choosing. Although the 

stress in both Declaration of Independence and state consti¬ 

tutions was on the rights of the people, not all persons were 

included in the term — women, Negro slaves, and white 

servants being exceptions. This limitation troubled the con¬ 

science of some of the Revolutionary leaders, but the greater 

part probably thought in terms of freedom and equality only 

for those already free or of freedom for political man as he 

existed in the eighteenth century. Also, as T. V. Smith has 

pointed out, it was not so significant that the framers of the 

Declaration did not assert an absolute equality as it was “that 

they did not feel it necessary to say in what respects men are 

not equal.” 8 In other words, the question of equality was at 

least left open. After Independence, the suffrage continued 

to be limited by property qualifications, so that perhaps 

only a quarter of the adult male population was able to vote. 

But in the eighteenth century this moderate concession to 

popular rule was regarded as a real advance toward democ¬ 

racy, and on the whole the state constitutions, especially 

those that were adopted in the early stages of Revolutionary 

enthusiasm, were looked upon as political documents radi¬ 

cal for their time. 
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Surveying the provisions of these first state constitutions, 

a prominent modern historian has concluded: 

Truly no governments on earth have ever been instituted 

with so little authority to do ill, as those of the American states. 

Yet, not content with that, the framers of constitutions even 

limited their governments’ power to do good, lest it be per¬ 

verted to their hurt.9 

Accordingly, many of those who thought of the war in terms 

of a continuing social revolution were disappointed that the 

new constitutions did not go further in providing positive 

government intervention in regard to the abolition of slav¬ 

ery, the separation of church and state, or the support of 

public education. Moreover, most of the constitutions 

showed little recognition of the humanitarian ideals current 

in the midst of the Enlightenment, although state legisla- 

1 tures in the North were beginning to provide for gradual 

emancipation. Pennsylvania’s constitution, perhaps the most 

liberal of all, contained clauses respecting the more humane 

treatment of criminals and protecting the rights of aliens. 

And in Virginia, George Mason was the author of a compre¬ 

hensive bill of rights which served as a model for other states. 

In the realm of property and economic rights, the Revolu¬ 

tionary constitutions and statutes went far to advance the 

tenets of liberalism. Restrictions on the land in the form of 

quitrents, entail, and primogeniture were abolished. British 

mercantilism, with its limits on colonial overseas trade, and 

its prohibition of American migration beyond the Appala¬ 

chians was rendered obsolete by Independence. This eman¬ 

cipation of commerce and industry, plus the downfall of the 

older landed aristocracy, helped to accomplish an eco¬ 

nomic revolution in which the trend was toward a freer 

society of smaller estates and individual farms. Economic 
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and social shifts of a leveling nature also were made pos¬ 

sible by the intimidation or expulsion of the loyalists, with 

perhaps as many as one hundred thousand fleeing the 

United States. 

The American Revolution was liberal in its assault on the 

political and economic privileges of the British and Tory 

aristocracy. But the social and economic revolution accom¬ 

panying every wartime situation, while it liberates and 

elevates one group or class, only does so at the price of creat¬ 

ing a new aristocracy. In the process of fighting the Revolu¬ 

tion, economic advantage and social privilege were by no 

means eliminated. Much loyalist property, for example, 

found its way into the hands of a new group of wealthy 

landed proprietors. Such transfers sometimes did more to 

advance speculation in land prices than to further the 

achievement of an agrarian diffusion of property. Army 

contracting also resulted in the creation of new wartime 

fortunes, while merchants in addition were able to prosper 

from an expanded foreign commerce and from privateering. 

Trading with the enemy, especially by way of the British 

West Indies and Canada, was illegal, though not unusual. 

Throughout the war years American farmers helped to 

supply the British armies with foodstuffs. This unpatriotic 

practice, however, became unavoidable when farmers were 

enclosed within the British lines or threatened with confisca¬ 

tion of their goods if they refused to sell. Over the economic 

course of the war as a whole there was a heavy emphasis upon 

inflation, speculation, and profiteering, in which merchants 

as prominent as Robert Morris were implicated. Although 

there were attempts both in Congress and in the states to 

curb inflationary price increases, most governmental regula¬ 

tion of the period was favorable to business. In its social and 

economic effects, the war therefore had its selfish as well as 

its liberal side.10 
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Although it did not eliminate privilege, the Revolution 

sounded a liberal note in its avoidance of despotism or dic¬ 

tatorship. Certain students of the American Revolution, in 

their pains to stress the fact that it was a social revolution 

as well as a war for independence, have made the point that 

the Revolution was a real revolt with mob violence and a 

reign of terror. This was especially the case in respect to the 

harsh treatment meted out to avowed loyalists and British 

officeholders, but it was also a tribute to the essential mod¬ 

eration and liberalism of patriot leaders that they fought the 

Revolution with so little violation of individual rights. What 

was truly liberal about the Revolution was not the extent to 

which it had to resort to violence and terror in freeing Amer¬ 

icans from British rule, but the way in which it was able to 

avoid the substitution of new American despotisms for old 

British tyrannies. 

The parallels between the American and other revolu¬ 

tions are fascinating, but it is also important to remember 

that Washington did not become a Caesar, a Cromwell, or a 

Napoleon. Among revolutionary movements in general, the 

American struggle was unique in the degree to which it 

maintained a balance between military discipline and indi¬ 

vidual freedom. Protesting British authoritarian rule, Amer¬ 

icans were careful to avoid giving their own government too 

much power in either civil or military affairs. It is true that 

there was much fear of a military dictatorship, but the civil 

authorities in both Congress and the state governments were 

ever watchful and suspicious of any indications of military 

encroachment upon their powers. Washington, though he 

complained bitterly of the lack of troops and supplies, was 

careful to avoid serious conflict with civilian leaders. At the 

close of the war, the “father of his country” retired gracefully 

to private life, while he used his influence to prevent a nas- 
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cent coup d’etat organized by a discontented group of ill- 

paid officers. 

But, perhaps, nothing better illustrated the liberal cli¬ 

mate of opinion during the War of Independence than the 

way in which many Americans, despite the state of hostilities, 

were able to carry on their normal peacetime interests and 

pursuits. This was true not only of those in regions unaf¬ 

fected by the war, but also applied to civilians caught within 

the lines of the embattled armies. In an age when total war 

was still off in the future, noncombatants were able to enjoy 

certain rights and immunities. American scientists, for ex¬ 

ample, continued to correspond with their colleagues in 

England. Thus a Harvard scholar in a letter to the secretary 

of the Royal Society in London maintained that “political 

disputes should not prevent communication in matters of 

mere science,” nor did he see how anyone could “be injured 

by such an intercourse.” Benjamin Franklin and other 

American patriots retained the good will of old acquaint¬ 

ances in England, and to Franklin, Sir Joseph Banks, the 

distinguished naturalist, affirmed: “I respect you as a Philos¬ 

opher & solicit the continuance of your friendship.” More¬ 

over, American students, despite the war, continued to go 

abroad to study medicine in Scotland, or painting in Lon¬ 

don under the aegis of the American expatriate Benjamin 

West. One of West’s students, Benjamin Trumbull, who 

went to England after a period of service in the Continental 

army, had the misfortune to be arrested and imprisoned, but 

he was finally released and allowed to proceed to the Conti¬ 

nent and thence home. It seemed therefore that, as one au¬ 

thority has pointed out, “The associations of American lib¬ 

erals and intellectuals with their English counterparts were 

scarcely interrupted by the war.” 11 

In general, loyalty to the patriot cause did not prevent 



36 THE DECLINE OF AMERICAN LIBERALISM 

Americans from continuing the various international strands 

of their private lives or their own special intellectual inter¬ 

ests. Despite the heightened nationalism and patriotism of 

the war years, Americans retained in a high degree an inter¬ 

national and cosmopolitan outlook. George Washington 

called himself “a Citizen of the great republic of humanity 

at large,” while Thomas Paine, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas 

Jefferson, and others held fast to the world-wide interests 

and views of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. In the 

same fashion, European philosophers and statesmen paid 

tribute to the success of American arms and referred to the 

achievement of United States independence as the begin¬ 

ning of a new epoch in world affairs.12 

Yet, in spite of final victory and the preservation in large 

measure of the forms of a liberal society, it has been sug¬ 

gested that many Americans found the war a disillusioning 

business.13 The more radical political and economic think¬ 

ers were especially disappointed. The principles of freedom 

and equality that they had asserted with such confidence at 

the beginning of the struggle for independence had become 

tarnished by the seven dreary years of war and fighting. It 

had not always been possible to conduct the war by individ¬ 

ualistic or democratic procedures, and the very fact that co¬ 

lonial liberalism had been carried to the point of rebellion 

and civil war involved a necessary conflict with such major 

strands of the liberal tradition as peaceful change, toleration 

of dissenting minorities, and supremacy of civil government. 

Fastening their attention on local self-government and social 

change, colonial liberals ■were not prepared for the conserva¬ 

tive countermovement and nationalistic consolidation that 

followed the war. This reaction was most marked in the case 

of the army officers who threatened a coup d’etat in 1783, but 

it was also to be reflected in the general decline of liberal 

principles after the war. 



4 

Federalist Centralization 

and Consolidation 

That the years succeeding the American Revolution repre¬ 

sented a period of conservative reaction in United States 

history has become a commonplace observation. But on what 

this means in terms of the liberal tradition there is much less 

agreement. Parrington’s point that the Revolution was the 

beginning of the decline of American liberalism has at¬ 

tracted little attention. In general, historians have regarded 

the conservative reaction after the Revolution as a passing 

phase of postwar stabilization. Subsequently, it is argued, 

the trend toward liberalism was re-established in the Jeffer¬ 

sonian and Jacksonian eras. 

It is true that the conservative postwar point of view un¬ 

derwent later modifications and that many of the older, lib¬ 

eral Revolutionary ideals were revived in the nineteenth 

century. But the shift in American thought in the period 

between the Declaration of Independence and the adoption 

of the Constitution represented more than a temporary re¬ 

action. It was rather, as Parrington insisted, a turning point 

of American history and a direct challenge to the liberal tra¬ 

dition. 

American liberalism before the Revolution sought first 

of all to destroy authority. But in the course of the struggle 

for independence this side of liberalism had to yield to the 
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exigencies of revolution and to the practical necessity of con¬ 

solidating and concentrating a measure of authority in the 

hands of a semi-centralized war government. For the vigor¬ 

ous prosecution of war and revolution, however, neither the 

government of the Second Continental Congress nor later 

that under the Articles of Confederation was a wholly satis¬ 

factory instrument. The American people, still under the 

influence of colonial patterns of eighteenth-century liberal 

thought, feared and distrusted any semblance of an oppres¬ 

sive, centralized state. Determined therefore to keep the 

mainsprings of power within their own hands, they pre¬ 

ferred to abide the comparatively weak and inefficient gov¬ 

ernment of the Congress and Confederation. 

A government of this type appealed chiefly to those who 

accepted an agrarian view of society. In such a society, agri¬ 

culture was the basic economic pursuit, while the majority 

of the people were small farmers, tilling their own land and 

living off the fruits of their labor. Though capitalists in the 

sense that they owned their land and the right to their labor, 

they were small capitalists whose interests were opposed to 

those of the aristocracy of large landholders or wealthy mer¬ 

chants. In a nation with an abundance of land and commen¬ 

surate economic opportunities, the welfare of such a group 

required no positive interference or protection from the 

government. The economic outlines of this type of agrarian 

society were presented in their greatest detail in the writings 

of the French and English school of laissez-faire economists, 

who became widely known by the middle of the eighteenth 

century as the physiocrats. But the enthusiasm for the 

physiocrat doctrines, which was expressed by Benjamin 

Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and many later-day followers 

of Jefferson, was based primarily on American conditions. 

The physiocrats’ agrarian ideal, already favored by the 
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natural environment in colonial America, seemed even 

closer to realization as a result of the American Revolution. 

The overthrow of the aristocracy of Tory landholders and 

the destruction of the whole network of British mercantilist 

restrictions removed important barriers to American enter¬ 

prise. Despite the rise of state taxes upon the free flow of 

goods in interstate commerce, the Revolution smoothed the 

pathway to a more liberal national economy. Moreover, so 

long as there was a frontier of free lands to the west, Amer¬ 

icans could entertain the goal of an agrarian society. But the 

agrarian ideal, while it was never to lose completely its in¬ 

fluence over American thought, was nevertheless difficult to 

put into practice. Somehow the dreams of an agrarian society 

seemed always to come into conflict with the realities of 

American economic development. 

Essential to agrarianism was the conception of limited 

government. This implied not only political and economic 

freedom from governmental interference, but also a kind of 

government that did not use its political powers to bestow 

economic favors upon a particular class of the community. 

Economic paternalism in behalf of certain privileged groups 

was regarded by Jefferson as the main source of the tyranny 

and political corruption that he saw in Europe. It was such 

a set of evils that American liberals desired, at all costs, to 

avoid. 

Government should not only be prohibited from interfering 

with the rights of individuals and from creating a large bureau¬ 

cratic class who could live at public expense; it should also be 

prevented from intervening in economic matters, since the ef¬ 

fect of any such intervention was always to transfer property 

and to establish some form of economic privilege. The greatest 

of all dangers to democratic freedom and equality was the use 

of political power by an aristocracy, a bureaucracy, a mercantile 
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oligarchy, a pressure group, or any other minority interest in 

order to increase their wealth or to obtain the privilege of liv¬ 

ing parasitically on other men’s labor.1 

This doctrine of the diminished state, to which liberals, 

democrats, and agrarians had given their enthusiastic sup¬ 

port in the Revolutionary struggle, was weakened in the 

postwar period. In the first place, the war itself had helped to 

breed a new aristocracy of talents and wealth eager to avail 

itself of the privileges lost by the departed loyalist upper 

class. Then, in the course of prosecuting the war, Americans 

became familiar with the business of army contracting and 

supply. Manufacturing increased, and corporations for pri¬ 

vate profit were founded. While private enterprise was thus 

being stimulated, business also began to look to the govern¬ 

ment for economic support. And finally Congress, by reason 

of its wartime borrowings, became heavily indebted to its 

own citizens. The government’s securities, in turn, offered 

additional opportunities for speculation and provided a 

new type of capital for private investment. In a variety of 

ways therefore the war had an educational effect upon Amer¬ 

ican business thinking and practice, especially teaching 

businessmen to identify themselves with the policies and 

operations of the government. After the return of peace, it 

was only natural that the new generation of businessmen 

should strive to enlist the aid of the government in preserv¬ 

ing and increasing their wartime gains.2 

Unfortunately, from the point of view of many of those 

persons who had prospered during the Revolution, condi¬ 

tions favorable to large-scale business enterprise were jeop¬ 

ardized by the weaknesses of the government under the 

Articles of Confederation. In both state and national govern¬ 

ment, a large Revolutionary war debt remained outstand¬ 

ing, and holders of government securities were concerned 
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over the fate of the principal and interest of their invest¬ 

ment. At the same time, speculators in western lands desired 

a stronger national government to institute aggressive mili¬ 

tary action against the Indians and to protect the frontier. 

Merchants and manufacturers sought relief from the 

discriminatory trade measures of the separate states and 

favored the establishment of a government able to levy uni¬ 

form tariffs. Also desired was a satisfactory commercial treaty 

with Britain to avert further restrictions against American 

overseas trade. None of these policies, it was feared, could be 

accomplished under the Articles of Confederation or by the 

separate state governments. 

In the midst of their other worries, conservatives were 

everywhere taking fright over the possibility of a resurgence 

of the old Revolutionary spirit of radicalism among the 

lower classes. Debtor farmers, propertyless mechanics, and 

discontented ex-soldiers, favoring a policy of cheap land and 

more paper money, were beginning to unite in their opposi¬ 

tion to strong government and higher taxes. In 1786 radical 

discontent reached its postwar peak when the debtor farmers 

of western Massachusetts, under the leadership of Captain 

Daniel Shays, forcibly closed the courts and threatened to 

capture the Federal arsenal at Springfield. The business 

leaders of Boston, by now thoroughly alarmed, supplied 

funds to finance the suppression of the revolt by calling out 

the state militia, and General Henry Knox in a letter of ex¬ 

planation to George Washington stated: “Our government 

must be braced, changed, or altered to secure our lives and 

property.” 3 

Badly frightened by the leveling tendencies of what 

seemed to be a radical majority, conservatives sought eco¬ 

nomic security through a stronger centralized government. 

Their chief political object, according to James Madison, 

was “to protect the minority of the opulent against the 



42 THE DECLINE OF AMERICAN LIBERALISM 

majority.” 4 Adopting the old radical and Revolutionary 

technique of propaganda and organization, merchants and 

bondholders held meetings and petitioned state legislatures 

to seek revision of the Articles of Confederation. This move¬ 

ment culminated in the call for a convention to meet in 

Philadelphia in May 1787. At the convention, all fifty-five 

of the delegates were men of considerable and varied prop¬ 

erty holdings, ranging from the possession of slaves and lands 

to investments in government securities and far-flung busi¬ 

ness enterprises. Convinced of the weakness of the Articles 

of Confederation, they easily resolved to disregard the an¬ 

nounced plan of submitting amendments and to prepare 

instead an entirely new frame of government. 

Fundamental to an understanding of the Constitution 

adopted at Philadelphia is the realization that it represented 

a compromise made possible by the large areas of essential 

agreement among the delegates. Between the two poles of a 

colonial and Revolutionary radicalism — which favored 

democratic individualism and state rights — and a lingering 

British conservatism — which frankly preferred a constitu¬ 

tional monarchy and the rule of a propertied aristocracy — 

compromise was relatively easy to achieve. The delegates to 

the Philadelphia Convention were overwhelmingly agreed 

upon the necessity of a government that was national, yet 

republican, and there was little sentiment in behalf of either 

a monarchy or the kind of decentralized government illus¬ 

trated by the Articles of Confederation. In accord therefore 

on the basic theory of the new government, the delegates 

fashioned a document whose meaning depended to a con¬ 

siderable extent upon how it was to be interpreted. The very 

vagueness and silences of the Constitution left much to be 

inferred and decided in the future. 

Undergirding the superstructure of the Constitution were 

two major premises of government that bore directly on the 
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liberal tradition. First, the Constitution continued the tra¬ 

ditional English and American belief in the natural rights 

philosophy. These rights were later spelled out in detail in 

the first ten amendments to the Constitution, forming the 

Bill of Rights, but the original document also set forth the 

idea of a government of limited powers, with protection 

of individual rights. 1 he danger of tyranny was further 

guarded against by creating a government of separate de¬ 

partments. Although this system of checks and balances re¬ 

flected a basic distrust of direct popular rule, it could also 

serve as an obstacle to any form of despotic power. Complete 

democracy in the sense of a nationalized town meeting was 

in any case impossible, and the republican substitute of 

representative government, though not sufficiently localized 

or close to the average citizen, nevertheless provided the 

framework of a government that was liberal, if not demo¬ 

cratic, in form. 

The second basic premise underlying the Constitution, 

which was in sharp contrast to its political liberalism, was the 

decision to give government broad and far-reaching powers 

over the economic life of the nation. Here the purpose was 

to transfer authority from the states to the national govern¬ 

ment. The many examples in the Confederation period of 

the way in which various states interfered with trade and 

commerce, and the recent pressures upon the states to make 

paper money legal tender for all debts, were especially alarm¬ 

ing to conservative interests. The men at Philadelphia were 

convinced that the economic powers hitherto wielded by the 

states would be safer in the hands of a centralized national 

government. To this end, Congress was given exclusive au¬ 

thority to coin money and to regulate both foreign and inter¬ 

state commerce. Thus the stage was set for the abandonment 

of laissez-faire liberalism and the substitution of a policy of 

economic nationalism or government paternalism.5 
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On its economic side the Constitution marked the tri¬ 

umph of the principles of what might be called a Whig 

capitalism, a term that also described the alliance of mer¬ 

chants and landowners ruling over England in the eight¬ 

eenth century. This meant a defeat for the agrarian prin¬ 

ciples of the American physiocrats, a defeat that was pres¬ 

ently reinforced by the Federalists’ assumption of control 

over the national government. Though the achievements of 

the Philadelphia Convention had been substantial, the full 

conservative implications of its work were not realized until 

the new government took office and until the Federalists 

were able to put into effect the major features of the Hamil¬ 

tonian economic program. 

As interpreted by the Federalists, who controlled the gov¬ 

ernment during the first decade under the Constitution, 

liberalism in the sense of individualism and decentralization 

was definitely weakened; yet during this period state rights 

and individual liberties were by no means dead or com¬ 

pletely subordinated to national power. Antifederalism con¬ 

tinued to hold the affections of a strong minority, which by 

1800 was transformed into the Jeffersonian majority. More¬ 

over, the Constitution itself, though providing a skeleton 

for the further development of a strong paternalistic state, 

also emphasized the rule of law and the protection of the 

economic and political rights of the private citizen. With re¬ 

gard to the balance of powers between the national govern¬ 

ment and the states, or between the entire government and 

the citizenry, much would depend on future practice. Here 

the basic conflict between Federalists and Jeffersonians con¬ 

tinued well into the nineteenth century. Although neither 

group was able to preserve a consistent liberal approach, the 

Jeffersonian Antifederalists adhered more closely to tradi¬ 

tional liberal tenets. But as Jefferson himself later bitterly 

lamented, it was of the utmost importance for the future that 
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the conservative and nationalistic Federalists enjoyed the 

advantage of being the first ones to govern the new nation.6 

Of the Federalist leaders, Alexander Hamilton was easily 

the most significant. Despite a humble background, he early 

identified himself with the upper-class aristocracy, and his 

interest in the American Revolution was certainly not that 

of a doctrinaire radical. Without any of the extremist convic¬ 

tions that actuated Sam Adams, Hamilton nevertheless 

sensed the opportunity that a period of revolutionary change 

could bring for a young man of his talents and ambition. 

During the war he made himself invaluable to Washington, 

serving as his chief aide, and he also made his entrance into 

the ranks of the wealthy aristocracy by marrying the daugh¬ 

ter of General Philip Schuyler. Unhampered by intellectual 

loyalty to radical or Revolutionary principles, Hamilton 

after the war readily adjusted to the growing conservatism 

of the 1780’s, becoming one of the leaders in the movement 

for a new constitution. Invited by Washington to become 

secretary of the treasury, after Robert Morris had refused 

the position, Hamilton assumed leadership of the adminis¬ 

tration and won approval by Congress for his program of 

economic nationalism. In this way he was able to put into 

practice much of the conservative political philosophy that 

he had outlined at the Constitutional Convention. 

Under the familiar Hamiltonian program, the Revolu¬ 

tionary debt, both foreign and domestic, was refunded and 

made payable at its face value. Moreover, the state debts 

were assumed as a national obligation, thus ensuring their 

repayment in full and winning for the Federal government 

the loyalty of a new group of creditors. Finally, and most im¬ 

portant of all, Congress acceded to Hamilton’s request to 

establish a national bank. When Jefferson objected to the 

idea of a bank on the grounds that it was not one of the con¬ 

stitutional powers delegated to Congress, Hamilton an- 
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swered with his famous doctrine of implied or resulting 

powers — that certain powers are implied, or are the result 

of other powers specifically enumerated in the Constitution. 

Hamilton accordingly contended that the right of Congress 

to charter private corporations or a bank was clearly implied 

by the Constitution and was also a natural result of the power 

of Congress to coin money, raise taxes, and incur debts — 

powers that required the existence of a bank if they were to 

be efficiently carried out. This reasoning, which was ac¬ 

cepted by Washington in approving the bank bill, became a 

key factor in the so-called broad or loose interpretation of 

the Constitution. As such it provided an important base for 

extending the scope of the activities of the Federal govern¬ 

ment in future years. 

Meanwhile, the bank itself was a significant example of 

government paternalism. It received a monopoly of govern¬ 

ment business, and by loans to private interests was able also 

to provide new capital for the business expansion that Ham¬ 

ilton deemed vital to United States prosperity. By refusing 

to enact a protective tariff or otherwise directly subsidize 

American manufacturing, Congress rejected further Hamil¬ 

tonian projects to aid the businessman. But the uniform 

customs duties, new Federal taxes, and general financial sta¬ 

bility already achieved were highly encouraging to conserva¬ 

tive, propertied interests. Illustrative of the business revival 

of the period was the fact that charters were issued in the 

1790’s to over one hundred joint stock corporations, in con¬ 

trast to the few dozen such companies that had been in ex¬ 

istence previously. Banks, canal companies, and a variety of 

manufacturing enterprises followed in due course.7 

Hamilton’s nationalistic economic policies were based on 

his belief in the virtues of a strong rather than a weak gov¬ 

ernment. Among its friends and supporters, the powers of 

such a government could be used in paternalistic and benefi- 
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cent fashion. But in the case of its enemies or opponents, 

strong government might mean a coercive state able to work 

its will by use of force and military power. This power of 

retribution was realized most fully during the Washington 

administration by the unfortunate Whisky rebels of 1794. 

The ambitious plans for the funding and payment of the 

national debt, outlined by Hamilton, required a revenue 

beyond the amount that could be collected from the mod¬ 

erate tariff duties approved by the First Congress. The Sec¬ 

retary of the Treasury therefore suggested that Congress 

place an excise tax on whisky. Such a tax would hit the small 

farmers of the back country who had opposed the adoption 

of the Constitution and who remained dubious of the Fed¬ 

eralist program, but it would avoid giving offense to the men 

of wealth and property whose support Hamilton deemed 

necessary to the success of the new national government. 

Distilling in the 1790’s was a small-scale enterprise carried 

on chiefly by Westerners who were thereby able to change 

their bulky grain products into a form more easily transport¬ 

able across the mountains to eastern markets. The tax, 

though small in monetary value — originally from nine to 

twenty-five cents a gallon — struck at the heart of the pros¬ 

perity and manner of living of the frontier farmers, and re¬ 

sulted finally in the summer of 1794 in full-scale, violent 

resistance in the western counties of Pennsylvania. This chal¬ 

lenge to the authority of the government was met by the 

Washington administration by calling out fifteen thousand 

militiamen. Faced with such a show of force, the Whisky 

rebels speedily melted away. Although the whole affair may 

have been politically damaging to the Federalists, it served 

to emphasize the power of the Federal government, and es¬ 

pecially its ability to collect whatever taxes it needed for 

current expenses and repayment of the national debt.8 

The suppression of the Whisky Rebellion was the most 
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dramatic instance of the use of national power by the Fed¬ 

eralists, but the Washington administration generally over¬ 

looked no opportunity to enhance the prestige of the Federal 

government. General Knox, the Secretary of War, with the 

backing of Washington and Hamilton, sought to persuade 

Congress to create a large army reserve of trained and disci¬ 

plined militia, with much of the control placed in Federal, 

rather than state, hands. Although Congress refused to ap¬ 

prove Knox’s plans, it had to provide a larger army in order 

to suppress Indian resistance in the Northwest. Foregoing 

any serious attempt at conciliation or compromise, the ad¬ 

ministration pursued a policy of unmitigated force and 

repression in regard to the Red Man.9 This martial note in 

the administration was reinforced in the person of Washing¬ 

ton as president. The living symbol of Revolutionary na¬ 

tionalism and patriotism, Washington carefully surrounded 

the office of the presidency with as much formality and cere¬ 

mony as possible. Such practices, reminiscent of the British 

monarchy, were particularly annoying to Jeffersonian lovers 

of republican simplicity, but the pageantry associated with 

Washington’s term in office helped to build the concept of 

national loyalty. 

A patriotic adherence to the new United States seemed all 

the more necessary because, from the start of his administra¬ 

tion, Washington was faced with the grave problems occa¬ 

sioned by strained diplomatic relations with both England 

and France. This situation was almost immediately ren¬ 

dered more complex by the outbreak of the French Revolu¬ 

tion and its development after 1793 into a general European 

war. The trials of a neutral in wartime, never easy to bear, 

were even more grave for a young nation that had not yet 

won a respected position among the powers of the world. 

Moreover, the internal divisions of opinion, generated by 

the French Revolution and war in Europe, soon split the 
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American people into two opposing factions. In the intense 

fire of conflicting views, approximating closely the old bit¬ 

terness of loyalist versus patriot in 1776. liberalism nearly 

vanished, and a wartime intolerance and hysteria came to 
characterize American feeling by the late 1790’s. 

At first, almost all Americans welcomed the outbreak of 

the French Revolution, which seemed after all to be a Euro¬ 

pean application of the principles fought for by the Amer¬ 

ican and French armies at Yorktown. But as the Revolution 

became more radical, sentiment in the United States under¬ 

went a change. The assault on private property, the execu¬ 

tion of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, and the institution 

of the Reign of Terror were all profoundly disturbing, not 

only to conservatives but to many sensitive liberals as well. 

American anxiety was further increased as the Revolution 

broadened into a general war. In view of its treaty with 

France, which had helped make possible the success of the 

American Revolution, the United States faced the issue of 

whether it should come to her aid, even at the price of war 
with Britain. 

In this situation, Washington’s proclamation of United 

States neutrality, though disappointing to pro-French ele¬ 

ments, probably reflected faithfully the general American 

desire to stay clear of the European maelstrom. Neutrality, 

however, did not settle the question of whether American 

sympathies should lie with France or England in their strug¬ 

gle for power. Looking back on events, liberals of a later day 

may agree that as between a Revolutionary France, degen¬ 

erating into the Reign of Terror and eventual dictatorship, 

and an England, in the grip of an hysterical and despotic 

conservative reaction, there was indeed little to choose. But 

in the 1790’s few Americans were able to preserve a wholly 

detached view of the situation in Europe. Conservative Fed¬ 

eralists, aghast at the violence and destruction of lives and 
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property in France, turned to England as an exemplification 

of law and order. Radical Jeffersonians, on the other hand, 

remembering Gallic aid to the infant United States and bear¬ 

ing in mind the grievances that had helped to bring about 

the French Revolution, minimized the Terror and thought 

of the events in France as stages toward a better future. 

The split in American opinion in regard to Europe con¬ 

tinued until 1815, when the conclusion of both the Napo¬ 

leonic struggle and the War of 1812 finally brought to an 

end an era of close absorption in foreign affairs. Before these 

differences of opinion over a proper American foreign policy 

could be resolved, they became the cause of serious viola¬ 

tions of individual liberties. Even Jefferson’s administration 

was not immune to using coercive powers against the citi¬ 

zenry in an effort to enforce his unpopular embargo legisla¬ 

tion. But the most damaging assault on the principles of 

liberalism came earlier in the Adams administration with 

the passage of the notorious Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798. 

These acts were a product of American hysteria in regard 

to both the radical course of the French Revolution and the 

increasingly unfriendly conduct of the French government. 

The fact that the pro-English policy of the Federalists under 

Washington and Hamilton was partly responsible for the 

deterioration of French-American relations did not allay the 

fears of conservatives in the United States. They noted with 

aversion the founding of numerous Democratic-Republi¬ 

can societies by American sympathizers with the principles 

of the French Revolution, and found even more alarming 

the numbers of English and French refugees who were agi¬ 

tating their radical ideas in the United States. When the con¬ 

flict with France finally reached the point of the undeclared 

naval war of 1798, the Federalists determined to act and, in 

addition to strengthening the navy, created a new large army 

with Washington and Hamilton in command. The whole 
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charactei of the Federalists conduct of foreign policy pro¬ 

voked James Madison to the melancholy comment: “Per¬ 

haps it is a universal truth that the loss of liberty at home is 

to be charged to provisions against danger, real or pre¬ 

tended, from abroad.” 10 

Under the Alien and Sedition Acts, the President of the 

United States was given authority to deport dangerous aliens 

and, in time of war, to imprison or expel enemy aliens. While 

the Alien Acts could be condoned on grounds of the crisis 

with France, the Sedition Act was a law with a much differ¬ 

ent import. The only such measure in United States history 

until the passage of the sedition legislation of World Wars 

I and If, the act of 1798 made it a crime to combine against or 

conspire to oppose the operation of the government. More¬ 

over, “if any person shall write, print, utter, or publish” or 

cause or aid anyone else to write or publish “any false scan¬ 

dalous and malicious writing” against the government, Con¬ 

gress, or President of the United States “with intent to 

defame” or “to stir up sedition,” he should be punished by 

a fine not exceeding two thousand dollars and imprisonment 

not exceeding two years. Finally, the act provided for its own 

expiration by the provision that it should remain in force 

only until March 3, 1801, “and no longer.” 11 

In later years, both President Adams and Alexander Ham¬ 

ilton, leaders of rival wings of the Federalist party, attempted 

to disclaim responsibility for the Sedition Act. But neither 

seems to have spoken out publicly against the bill at the time 

of its passage by Congress. Also, in contrast to the Alien Acts, 

which were never put to use, the Sedition Act was enforced 

in vindictive fashion by the Adams administration. The real 

intent of the measure may be gathered from the fact that it 

was Republican newspaper editors and politicians who were 

singled out for prosecution. Matthew Lyon, a radical Re¬ 

publican congressman from the frontier state of Vermont, 
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was jailed along with Thomas Cooper, the English free¬ 

thinker and exile to the United States. Cooper, in addition, 

was a close friend of Jefferson and other Republican party 

leaders. 

In the view of Jefferson and his associates, the Alien and 

Sedition Acts had as their real purpose the stifling of any 

criticism of the Adams administration, thereby undercut¬ 

ting the Republican party and going far to destroy the devel¬ 

opment of a two-party system in the United States. No other 

measure of the Federalists was so destructive of the rights of 

free speech and a free press nor so much in violation of the 

elements of political liberty. Alarmed as they were, the Jef¬ 

fersonian Republicans had to make their protests with ut¬ 

most care lest in the hysteria of the times they be prosecuted 

for infringing the very act they were protesting. Accord¬ 

ingly, Jefferson and Madison, without revealing their au¬ 

thorship, began the attack on the Federalist law by drafting 

the famous Virginia and Kentucky resolutions of 1798.12 

In the Kentucky resolution, Jefferson reviewed the 

grounds for his increasing objection to the centralizing pol¬ 

icies of his opponents. The Constitution, he maintained, was 

a compact between the states, in which certain of their 

powers were delegated to Congress. Beyond those powers, 

sovereignty was retained by the states. Crimes against the 

United States were confined to certain categories, adequately 

covered by provisions in the Constitution against treason, 

piracy, counterfeiting, etc. On the basis of his interpretation 

of the limited powers granted Congress, Jefferson argued 

that both the Alien and the Sedition Acts were in violation 

of the Constitution and therefore null and void. 

The Jeffersonians were anxious to enlist the aid of as 

many of the states as possible in urging Congress to repeal 

the obnoxious legislation. But the appeals that were sent out 

by the Kentucky and Virginia legislatures, with their au- 
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thorship by Jefferson and Madison kept secret, met with a 

cool response from the other states. So long as the danger of 

war with France continued, any widespread formal protest 

against the illiberal acts was difficult to achieve, and after the 

war threat subsided, the acts themselves lost much of their 

meaning. This was especially true of the Sedition Act, which 

was destined to expire automatically by the close of the 

Adams administration. It is not even sure that the resolu¬ 

tions of protest penned by Jefferson and Madison had very 

much direct effect in helping to make possible Jefferson’s 

own victory in the 1800 presidential election. But whatever 

their practical results, it was of the highest importance that 

the protest had been made. Even if authorship of the resolu¬ 

tions was not avowed at the time, sponsorship by two state 

legislatures was an indication that the resolutions had a po¬ 

litically respectable origin. And the fact that the protests 

were formulated in the midst of the hysteria of 1798, when 

war was a definite possibility, indicated all the more the 

value of the resolutions as a defense of liberalism and a pro¬ 

test against tyranny. Adams himself underwent a change of 

heart in regard to the foreign crisis, and the war threat with 

France presently subsided, to the intense discomfort of the 

more reactionary elements in the Federalist ranks. 

Adams’s last-minute pacific retreat and Jefferson’s victory 

in 1800 made it easier to forget the way in which the Federal¬ 

ists had pursued a constantly illiberal course during their 

twelve years of power. Although the Republican opposition 

deserved censure for its blindness to the illiberal features of 

the French Revolution, the Jeffersonians’ optimism was in 

large part based on their idealistic hopes that the Revolution 

might carry further American principles of democracy and 

popular government. The Federalists were correct in point¬ 

ing out the necessity of the rule of law, rather than of revolu¬ 

tion, for the preservation of liberalism, but they erred in the 
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way in which they interpreted the laws at home. Using the 

checks and balances of the Constitution to thwart popular 

control, they went on to violate their own concept of a bal¬ 

anced government, adopting a broad and elastic interpreta¬ 

tion of the Constitution and using expanded powers of gov¬ 

ernment and the vague concept of the general welfare for 

the benefit of a particular class — the commercial, prop¬ 

ertied aristocracy. But, though overthrown in 1800, the 

remnants of the defeated Federalists later had the grim satis¬ 

faction of seeing their Jeffersonian opponents embrace many 

of the same consolidating principles that they had earlier so 

bitterly denied. 



5 

Jeffersonian Compromise 

No period of American history has occasioned greater di¬ 

versity in interpretation than the two decades divided by the 

year 1800. Heralded on the one hand as an era in which the 

ideals of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment were ex¬ 

panded as a result of the outbreak of the French Revolution, 

these years have also been referred to as an age of counter¬ 

revolution and conservative reaction. This paradox of En¬ 

lightenment and reaction is heightened when one looks at 

the period closely and perceives its even deeper inner con¬ 

tradictions. For example, how can the intellectual radical¬ 

ism of the 1790’s — popular deism, Democratic-Republican 

societies sympathetic with Revolutionary France, and the 

widespread circulation of Tom Paine’s Rights of Man and 

Age of Reason — be reconciled with the political supremacy 

of the conservative Federalist party of Washington, Adams, 

and Hamilton — all bitter critics of the French Revolution 

and of Paine’s radical views? 

The problem of interpretation for this period becomes 

even greater when it is recalled that after the Federalists at¬ 

tempted in the Alien and Sedition Acts to extend their polit¬ 

ical powers into the realm of intellectual life, thus enforcing 

a complete conservative reaction, they were overthrown, and 

the liberal followers of Thomas Jefferson came into office in 

the so-called Revolution of 1800. But the triumph of the 

radical Jeffersonians was short-lived. Their electoral victory 

55 
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had been achieved in an era of increasing intellectual and 

social conservatism, in which deism, revolutionary radical¬ 

ism, and even many of the cherished values of the Enlighten¬ 

ment were yielding their place to the new forces of religious 

orthodoxy, economic nationalism, and patrician control of 

thought. Thus the 1800’s, reversing the procedure of the 

1790’s, united political liberalism with intellectual con¬ 

servatism. 

This confusion, although more marked in the first quarter 

century of the American republic, has not been entirely lack¬ 

ing in subsequent periods of the nation’s development. Usu¬ 

ally it is explained in terms of a frank dualism, in which 

United States history is contemplated as a continual struggle 

between radical and conservative points of view. Since these 

two compartments are not always neatly arranged to include 

all their various elements of thought and action, there re¬ 

sults, on occasion, the paradox of a political reaction in the 

midst of a lingering period of antecedent intellectual revolt. 

In any case, the concept of a permanent war between the 

radical and conservative, or democratic and aristocratic, po¬ 

sitions, however confusing in detail, has had the popular 

merit of enforcing an optimistic, progressive interpretation 

of American history. For, Americans have seldom doubted 

that ultimate victory will lie with the radical or, as it is usu¬ 

ally expressed, the liberal, democratic position. 

One of the traditional landmarks along this democratic 

and liberal, or even radical, pathway was the Jeffersonian 

era, which began with the election of 1800. The Jeffersonian 

heritage rightly deserves a prominent place in United States 

history, but along with its great popularity in recent years 

has gone an extensive re-evaluation of its actual achieve¬ 

ments. Students of our political and economic history have 

united to minimize the effect of the Revolution of 1800. The 

judgment of a later scholar that “Jefferson, anti-Hamilto- 
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nian out of supreme office, became in good part Hamiltonian 

as President,” 1 repeated the shrewd contemporary opinion 

offered by Hamilton that “Mr. Jefferson’s character warrants 

the expectation of a temporizing rather than a violent sys¬ 

tem.” 2 And, of course, Jefferson in his inaugural address 

made the famous remark: “We are all Republicans — we 

are all Federalists.” 

The clue to the difficult problem of reconciling Jefferson, 

the liberal, and Jefferson, the Federalized Republican, lies 

in dissociating Jefferson, the intellectual and philosopher, 

from Jefferson, the President of the United States. Jeffer¬ 

son’s liberalism and radicalism fell mainly within the periods 

when he was not holding an administrative public office — 

in other words, during the first years of the Revolution, 

again in the second Washington and the Adams administra¬ 

tion, and finally in the last years of his life after his own 

presidency. The other consideration that bears on Jeffer¬ 

son’s liberalism was the retreat or compromise forced by the 

external circumstances of war or the threat of war. John C. 

Calhoun, in his comment on the failure of Jefferson to undo 

the work of Hamilton and the Federalists, reiterated the 

view of the orthodox Jeffersonians — that troubles in for¬ 

eign affairs were a large part of the reason. Jefferson himself 

probed deeper into the problem, giving an answer that came 

to grips with the heart of the liberal’s dilemma. Familiar 

with the example of centralization in Europe, and sure that 

power always tends to corrupt those who possess it, he 

warned that there was danger that any government entrusted 

with authority would degenerate into one of force and tyr¬ 

anny. “I own, I am not a friend to a very energetic govern¬ 

ment,” he wrote Madison in 1787. “It is always oppressive. 

It places the governors indeed more at their ease, at the ex¬ 

pense of the people.” 3 

In the eyes of his opponents and of many of his erstwhile 
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supporters, Jefferson as president illustrated his own dictum. 

But Jefferson, at least, recognized the problem and struggled 

harder perhaps than any other president to preserve the 

sinews of liberalism. His efforts point up the significance to 

American liberalism of the Jeffersonian tradition; his defeat 

was an early indication of the decline of that liberalism. The 

dichotomy is summed up in Parrington’s belief that, al¬ 

though Jefferson was “by far the most vital and suggestive” 

of all thinkers of the early republic, “the one to whom later 

generations may return most hopefully,” his efforts were 

“foredoomed to failure.” 4 

The main outlines of Jefferson’s liberal philosophy are 

well known and began with his very real contributions to 

the American Revolution. Author of the Declaration of In¬ 

dependence, Jefferson was also one of the leaders of the social 

revolution in Virginia that abolished primogeniture and 

entail, and disestablished the Anglican Church. His bill for 

religious freedom, which he had drafted as a part of a general 

revision of the laws of Virginia, was finally passed in 1786. 

Going beyond the simple enforcement of legal toleration for 

dissenters, it called for complete freedom of thought and 

worship. In the preamble to this justly famous Virginia 

Statute of Religious Freedom, Jefferson declared that gov¬ 

ernments should interfere with the expression of opinions 

only when they “break into overt acts against peace and good 

order.” Meanwhile, toleration and truth provided the best 

defense against error. It was essential therefore that minority 

opinion be protected from assault if it was to have an equal 

chance to become, perhaps, the majority view of some fu¬ 

ture day.® Jefferson’s other important ambition for his na¬ 

tive state, the institution of a comprehensive system of pub¬ 

lic education, met with paltry results except in the case of 

the later founding of the University of Virginia. 

Jefferson’s contributions to the Revolution were largely 
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of an intellectual sort. Adhering to the traditions and tenets 

of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, he used the typ¬ 

ical weapons of a liberal intellectual — the pen and the leg¬ 

islative assembly — in his efforts to overthrow British rule 

and to lay the foundations for a more liberal American so¬ 

ciety. Thrust into the practical direction of affairs as war 

governor of Virginia from 1779 to 1781, Jefferson’s experi¬ 

ence was less happy and not especially successful. Then, after 

the death of his wife and conclusion of the Revolution, he 

undertook the important mission of following in Franklin’s 

footsteps as United States minister to France. His sojourn in 

Europe not only gave him an excellent opportunity for in¬ 

tellectual stimulation but bestowed upon him as well a cer¬ 

tain added maturity and breadth of view. 

From his European experience Jefferson derived at first 

hand a number of conceptions that reinforced his own native 

liberal philosophy. As America’s official representative in 

France, he was anxious to improve trade relations between 

the two countries. Here, however, he was confronted by the 

restrictions of French mercantilism, so exasperatingly remi¬ 

niscent of the old British colonial trade regulations. Without 

being a doctrinaire physiocrat, Jefferson was nevertheless 

very critical of governmental restraints on trade and con¬ 

stantly compared the European practice in this regard with 

the more favorable situation of America. After an excursion 

to Great Britain in 1786, he found much to condemn in the 

system of land monopoly and the way in which industrialism 

in “scientific England’’ ground down the poor. Along with 

the wealth and civilization of Europe, Jefferson saw the grave 

dangers of its excessive centralization and consolidation. 

“What a cruel reflection,” he wrote mournfully in 1785, 

“that a rich country can not long be a free one.” 6 

Although doubtful that it would work in Europe, Jeffer¬ 

son felt that a republican form of government was best for 
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the United States because it lent itself least to the centraliza¬ 

tion that characterized Old World countries. Yet, as he 

warned Madison, there was danger of any type of govern¬ 

ment degenerating into one of force and tyranny, and he 

feared that the large cities and corruption of Europe would 

be transferred to the New World as soon as the supply of 

vacant lands in America began to diminish. Jefferson’s ap¬ 

prehension over a society predominantly urbanized and 

industrialized is well known and was often adverted to in his 

correspondence as well as in his Notes on Virginia. “When 

we get piled upon one another in large cities, as in Europe, 

we shall become corrupt as in Europe, and go to eating one 

another as they do there.” Such a society ran counter to all his 

agrarian principles and to his belief in individualism. With 

people working in factories and clustered together in great 

metropolitan areas, the individual would lose his freedom 

to an employer, to a government, or to the pressure of mass 

opinion.7 

Jefferson’s ideal economy emphasized the self-sufficiency 

of the individual, living in a self-contained community, and 

enjoying the economic advantages that went with ownership 

of land. Allied with this agrarian ideal was his preference for 

a limited government, in which as many powers as possible 

would be exercised on the local level. Although he recog¬ 

nized the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation and 

the need for a government able to defend the United States 

from threats abroad, he desired to see the state and local in¬ 

strumentalities sovereign in domestic matters. Jefferson ac¬ 

cordingly admired the democracy of New England towns, 

and he included a similar system of local government in his 

suggested plans for organizing the Northwest Territory. In 

Virginia, he urged adoption of a type of local government 

extending down to the ward level. In his Autobiography, 

which he began at the advanced age of seventy-seven, he 
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complained bitterly over the way in which the Federal judi¬ 

ciary had consolidated power in the national administration, 

at the expense of the rights of state and local governments. 

Arguing that “it is not by the consolidation, or concentration 

of powers, but by their distribution, that good government 

is effected,” Jefferson depicted as the ideal, a society in which 

Every State again is divided into counties . . . ; each county 

again into townships or wards, to manage minuter details; and 

every ward into farms to be governed each by its individual 

proprietor. Were we directed from Washington when to sow, 

and when to reap, we should soon want bread.8 

The strength of Jefferson’s belief in local government and 

in participation by the citizen in the affairs of his “ward- 

republic” was illustrated by his remark to a correspondent 

that, like Cato, he could only conclude every bit of advice 

on government with the injunction “divide the counties into 

wards.” 9 This stress on local government continued to be 

one of the major themes of Jefferson’s letter writing during 

his later years. Although he coupled his views with a support 

of the national government’s strong foreign policy during 

the crucial period of the Madison administration, his reitera¬ 

tion of the importance of local and state rights almost carried 

him to the point of repudiating many of the steps that he had 

taken in his own administration. Fearful that a centralized 

government would assume absolute powers, he placed in¬ 

creasing emphasis upon education and local government as 

the two hooks upon which the preservation of republican 

institutions depended. It was especially ironic therefore that, 

in his own state of Virginia, Jefferson had so little success in 

securing the adoption of a system either of widespread com¬ 

mon schooling or of responsible local government. These 

failures on the local scene were matched by an even greater 
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decline in Jeffersonian liberalism over the nation as a whole. 

In this decline, the greatest irony of all perhaps was that 

Jefferson’s own presidency contributed so importantly to 

the defeat of his principles. 

In his inaugural address on March 4, 1801, President 

Jefferson set forth in optimistic and conciliatory terms a 

philosophy of political liberalism that complemented his 

ideal agrarian economy. To the vision of a young nation, 

rich in resources, Jefferson added his confidence in the 

ability of the people to govern themselves under the Consti¬ 

tution and rule of law, and according to the “sacred prin¬ 

ciple, that though the will of the majority is in all cases to 

prevail, that will, to be rightful, must be reasonable; that 

the minority possess their equal rights, which equal laws must 

protect, and to violate which would be oppression.” Spelling 

these rights out in detail, Jefferson proceeded to summarize 

the essential features of a liberal democratic government — 

equal justice, limited power, and freedom of the individual 

in all his pursuits.10 

How well Jefferson’s two administrations realized his high 

ideals has ever since been a matter of controversy, but there 

is little doubt that he began his task as president with a pro¬ 

found awareness of the dangers inherent in the exercise of 

national power. In a significant pre-election letter to Gideon 

Granger, a Connecticut politician who became postmaster 

general in the new administration, Jefferson expressed the 

opinion that widespread opposition in New England to 

Republican principles would compel the Jeffersonians, if 

victorious, to adopt a consolidated and enforced nationalism. 

This contradicted Jefferson’s own view that an ideal govern¬ 

ment was one close to the citizenry, with its domestic affairs 

in the hands of the separate states. “Our country is too large 

to have all its affairs directed by a single government,” he 

wrote, adding: “What an augmentation of the field for job- 
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bing, speculating, plundering, office-building and office¬ 

hunting would be produced by an assumption of all the 

State powers into the hands of the General Government!” 

But a simple and economical government, he feared, could 

not be realized if New England persisted in its contrary- 

minded Federalism.11 

Jefferson’s letter to Granger was an interesting advance 

apology for some of the policies later pursued by his admin¬ 

istration. Meanwhile, however, New Englanders abated 

their hysteria over Jefferson’s election, and his first adminis¬ 

tration, at least, was able to move smoothly toward the 

achievement of most of the goals of Jeffersonian liberalism. 

Neither the Bank of the United States nor the national debt 

wTas repudiated, but taxes were cut, the hated whisky excise 

was repealed, and offenders under the Sedition Act were 

granted pardons and remission of their fines. Furthermore, 

the civil service, including especially the diplomatic estab¬ 

lishment, and the personnel of the army and navy were both 

drastically trimmed. Although the Jeffersonians did not ac¬ 

complish the complete administrative revolution they had 

threatened when in the opposition, there remained a Re¬ 

publican point of view that contrasted sharply with the 

Federalists’ manner of operating the government. Greater 

emphasis was placed on the responsibility of the executive 

branch of the government to Congress, and there was more 

respect for the integrity and functions of the states and of the 

individual citizen. While accepting the structure of the 

government left by the Federalists, the Jeffersonians pro¬ 

posed to administer it in a different spirit.12 But midway in 

Jefferson’s first term this dream of an era of Republican 

tranquillity and agrarian virtue was rudely interrupted by 

events in Europe. 

The rise of Napoleon from the ruins of the French Revo¬ 

lution’s early idealism, his acquisition of Louisiana, and the 
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threat that this offered to American trade down the Missis¬ 

sippi, plus the possibility of a renewal of the European 

war, all operated to dispel Jefferson’s Utopian Arcadia of 

simplicity and economy. Forced by the pressures of the fron¬ 

tiersmen’s “agricultural imperialism,” Jefferson abandoned 

his strict constructionist interpretation of the Constitution 

and eagerly grasped Napoleon’s sudden offer to sell all of 

Louisiana to the United States. Although Jefferson drafted 

an amendment to the Constitution covering the right to add 

new territories to the Union, the deal for Louisiana could 

not wait, and Congress accordingly gave its quick approval 

to the purchase price of some fifteen million dollars, thereby 

almost doubling the national debt, which Jefferson and Sec¬ 

retary of the Treasury Gallatin had been at such pains to 

reduce. One further embarrassment to Jefferson in connec¬ 

tion with Louisiana resulted from protests of local inhabit¬ 

ants at the arbitrary nature of the American government 

imposed upon them without their consent and in violation 

of the treaty terms. This, however, was soon corrected by the 

establishment for the more settled areas of the vast region of 

a territorial government comparable to that of the Old 

Northwest Territory. 

On the whole, the modifications in Jeffersonian principles 

resulting from the purchase of Louisiana were mild indeed 

compared to the changes and difficulties enforced by the new 

outbreak of hostilities in Europe in 1803. In the not unsym¬ 

pathetic judgment of the Beards, the events in Europe drew 

Jefferson and his supporters “into domestic policies more 

autocratic and sweeping than Hamilton’s boldest enterprise; 

hurried them, pacific as they were in intention, into a strug¬ 

gle not of their own deliberate making; compelled them to 

resort to hated measures of revenue and finance . . 13 

And to cap the climax, the Federalists now resorted to argu¬ 

ing a state rights position and to threatening secession, while 



JEFFERSONIAN COMPROMISE 65 

the Jeffersonian Republicans adopted, one after another, the 

nationalistic measures of their hated opponents. The Em¬ 

bargo Act, forbidding all American vessels to sail for Euro¬ 

pean ports, which was passed by Congress in December 

1807, involved the greatest threat to American individual 

liberties. This soon became apparent when a series of en¬ 

forcement acts gave Federal agents the right to search out 

and seize ships and goods suspected of being in violation of 

the law. The much-hated Embargo Act has, however, to be 

understood in the light of Jefferson’s efforts to preserve 

American neutral rights without going to war. But, despite 

his love of peace, Jefferson in his anxiety over violations of 

American neutrality also turned to a policy of building gun¬ 

boats for the navy and of enlarging the size of the standing 

army. 

The degree of nationalism, expense, and coercion implied 

in these various measures of Jefferson’s second administra¬ 

tion aroused the wrath of many of his followers, and resulted 

in a curious political alliance of conservative Federalists and 

radical doctrinaire Jeffersonians. Of the latter, none was 

more bitter or savage in his criticism than John Randolph 

of Roanoke. Randolph, who has been called an aristocratic 

libertarian, gave as his own epigram: “I am an aristocrat; I 

love liberty, I hate equality.” This last comment explains 

something of his differences with Jefferson, although Ran¬ 

dolph, like Jefferson, accepted equality in the sense of equal¬ 

ity of opportunity. A strict constructionist, Randolph never¬ 

theless was realistic enough to view the Constitution as a 

political instrument and not as a final authority. Only power, 

he argued, could restrain power, and he therefore desired to 

see the agrarian interests of propertied farmers preserved as 

a bulwark against the commercial and manufacturing 

power. Like John Taylor of Caroline and the hard core of 

original Jeffersonians, Randolph was strongly opposed to 
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the idea of a paternalistic, protectionist state. A government 

restricted in its powers, Randolph realized, could not fur¬ 

nish the degree of subsidy and protection required to build 

up an industrial order, which was precisely why he preferred 

a strict construction of the Constitution. Although no lev- 

eler, he held that government should not deliberately pro¬ 

duce inequality through legislation favoring a particular 

interest or group.14 

With help from a few of the old Republicans and the 

Federalist opposition, Randolph played a significant role in 

combating the centralizing tendencies in the Republican 

administrations of Jefferson and Madison. The embargo, 

foreign entanglements, preparedness legislation, War of 

1812, tariff, internal improvements, and Second Bank of the 

United States all incurred his keen displeasure. But the war 

and expansionist policies of the Republicans were the espe¬ 

cial targets of his sarcasm, Randolph complaining on one 

occasion in a typical speech in Congress: “We had vaunted 

of paying off the national debt, of retrenching useless estab¬ 

lishments; and yet had now become as infatuated with 

standing armies, loans, taxes, navies, and war, as ever were 

the Essex Junto. What Republicanism is this?” 15 

In the opinion of his latest biographer, Randolph’s lib¬ 

eralism was more limited than Jefferson’s. While Jefferson 

changed with the times, preserved his optimism, and saved 

at least a part of the American dream, Randolph became 

increasingly embittered, retreating finally into an intran¬ 

sigent southern state rights position. In Randolph’s case, the 

consistency of his old Jeffersonian liberalism was marred 

by his growing acceptance of the orthodox southern view in 

regard to Negro slavery. Although opposed to slavery on 

principle, Randolph was defensive about the institution in 

the South because of his fears of a slave insurrection and be¬ 

cause of his firm opposition to Federal interference with 
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state rights. Slavery, he came to feel, was a matter of life and 

death to the South.16 

Jefferson, like Randolph, also perhaps yielded some of his 

earlier antislavery convictions, but more significant was the 

way in which he drew closer to Randolph in other respects, 

thus returning to the liberal attitudes that had characterized 

his philosophy before the troubled years of his presidency. 

While the bulk of the Jeffersonians embarked on the 

nationalistic policies of the postwar era of good feeling, 

Jefferson himself beat a retreat to some of his earlier alle¬ 

giances. Endorsing a strict constructionist work by John 

Taylor, Construction Construed and Constitutions Vindi¬ 

cated, Jefferson wrote in 1822: “I acknowledge it has cor¬ 

rected some erring opinion into which I had slidden without 

sufficient examination.” A correspondent of Randolph’s, 

alluding to some Jefferson letters he had seen, noted in 

1826: ‘‘The old gentleman seems from this correspondence, 

to be more alarmed at the rapid and increasing encroach¬ 

ments of the Federal government than I could have imag¬ 

ined.” And Jefferson himself, in referring to his endorse¬ 

ment of the Taylor book, wrote to Nathaniel Macon, stress¬ 

ing the urgency of two measures: 

1st, how to check these unconstitutional invasions of states 

rights by the federal judiciary. . . . 

2. to cease borrowing money to pay off the national debt, if 

this cannot be done without dismissing the army and putting 

the ships out of commission, have them up high and dry, and 

reduce the army to the lowest point at which it was ever estab¬ 

lished.17 

In the Beards’ view, the policies of the Jefferson adminis¬ 

tration, with their seemingly anti-Jeffersonian nationalism, 

were ‘‘a reversal of means not ends.” 18 Considered in eco¬ 

nomic terms, Jefferson was adapting his policies to the 
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changed world situation — the broad Jeffersonian agrarian 

goal remaining the same. Thus the Louisiana Purchase was 

dictated by Jefferson’s desire to keep the United States an 

agricultural nation. But, as Jefferson himself seemed to have 

realized after he relinquished office, the old liberal goals had 

been subverted by the illiberal means that the Republicans 

had taken over from their Federalist opponents. While his 

Republican successors pursued a policy of economic nation¬ 

alism as both an instrument and a goal of Republican state¬ 

craft, Jefferson returned to his old loves of widespread edu¬ 

cation and local self-government. 

The transformation in Republican policies during the 

presidential administration of Jefferson and Madison, 

whether viewed as a realistic adjustment to changing cir¬ 

cumstances or as an abandonment of earlier ideals, was 

related to the fatal dilemma posed by the long drawn-out 

war in Europe. The more intransigent of the followers of 

Jefferson probably agreed with John Taylor that it would 

have been better to abandon American neutral rights and let 

the New England merchants fend for themselves. Certainly, 

under Jefferson and Madison, the attempt to preserve Amer¬ 

ican rights abroad seemed to have led only to increasing 

restrictions on individual liberties at home. The eventual 

result of such a policy was the yielding of the older agrarian 

principles of simplicity and economy that came with formal 

American entrance into the War of 1812. 

John C. Calhoun, one of the War Hawks of 1812, in look¬ 

ing back upon this period, noted how war had absorbed the 

attention of government and arrested the efforts of Repub¬ 

licans “to carry out the doctrines and policy which brought 

the party into power.” But the greatest impact of the war lay 

in the future, for, as Calhoun wrote, “the war, however just 

and necessary, gave a strong impulse adverse to the federal, 

and favorable to the national line of policy.” 19 Other ob- 
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servers also commented on the nationalistic effect of that 

war. Albert Gallatin, one of the peace commissioners and, as 

secretary of the treasury, an intimate associate of both Jef¬ 

ferson and Madison, believed that the war had exerted a 

beneficent influence in the impetus that it gave to patriotism 

and Americanism. On the other hand, Gallatin, perhaps 

recalling his own earlier efforts for peace and economy, was 

forced to admit that “the war has laid the foundation of 

permanent taxes and military establishments, which the 

Republicans had deemed unfavorable to the happiness and 

free institutions of the country.” 20 

By the 1820’s the adoption of the nationalistic philosophy 

that held that government had a positive responsibility for 

the economic well-being of its citizens was resulting in modi¬ 

fications of the older liberal individualism. There was now a 

strong demand for government action to extinguish Indian 

claims, build roads, and provide a satisfactory banking and 

credit system. Instead of the rapidly diminishing debt of 

Jefferson’s first administration, the country found itself sad¬ 

dled with a huge postwar indebtedness of some one hundred 

twenty million dollars. The Bank of the United States, al¬ 

lowed to expire on the eve of the War of 1812, had to be 

rechartered to facilitate the management of this national 

debt. A protective tariff became necessary to protect the 

manufacturing that had sprung up in the period of isolation 

from European markets during the embargo and the war. An 

enlarged military and naval establishment was authorized 

upon the earnest recommendation of President Madison. 

And finally, to meet the challenge posed by the extensive 

area of the new American empire stretching beyond the Mis¬ 

sissippi, Madison, like Jefferson, urged an amendment to 

the Constitution granting Congress the power to build 

roads, canals, and other internal improvements. Pending 

such an amendment, Madison was unable to overcome the 
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remnants of his strict constructionist views, and in his last 

official act as president, he vetoed the bank bonus bill. Under 

the terms of this measure, which was introduced in Congress 

by Calhoun, the one and a half million dollars paid by the 

Second Bank of the United States as a bonus for its charter 

would have been set aside as a permanent fund for internal 

improvements. 

Like his predecessor Madison, President James Monroe 

had difficulty adjusting his strict constructionist views to the 

nationalism of the postwar era. At the close of Jefferson’s 

presidency, Monroe had reached the point of an open break 

with his superior over the nationalistic trend of the party’s 

policies. And during his own term in office he vetoed a bill 

providing funds for the repair of the Cumberland Road, al¬ 

though he allowed the original construction to be com¬ 

pleted. But any such inklings of a return to the older Jeffer¬ 

sonian state rights position were canceled by the nationalistic 

tenor of John Marshall’s decisions as chief justice of the 

Supreme Court. In a period of Republican administrations, 

Marshall was a vital link in the chain that bound the older 

aristocracy of the Federalists to the later capitalism of the 

Whigs. Under his leadership, the Court seemed to bear out 

Jefferson’s opinion that the judiciary was a “subtle corps of 

sappers and miners constantly working under ground to un¬ 

dermine the foundations of our confederated fabric. They 

are construing our Constitution from a co-ordination of a 

general and special government, to a general and supreme 

one alone.” 21 In a series of notable decisions, climaxed by 

that in the famous McCulloch v. Maryland case of 1819, 

Marshall defended the national as against the state power. 

He included in his argument the nationalistic interpretation 

of the origins of the Constitution, as well as the broad con¬ 

structionist views originally voiced by Alexander Hamilton. 

However much Jefferson and his older followers such as 
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John Taylor decried Marshall’s decisions, there was little 

difference between the constitutional interpretations of the 

Supreme Court and the nationalism of the younger Repub¬ 

lican leaders who had come into prominence since the War 

of 1812. Henry Clay, for example, offered a scheme to unite 

differing class and sectional economic interests in one com¬ 

prehensive program — his famous “American system.” To 

the old idea of a fundamental antagonism between agrarian 

and commercial interests, Clay opposed his plan for joining 

all sections behind a national bank, protective tariff, internal 

improvements, and generous land policy. Each area, except¬ 

ing only the Old South, was promised some advantage, and 

the American system, Clay hoped, would provide an eco¬ 

nomic basis for the new nationalism of the 1820’s. Clay thus 

tried to broaden the old Hamiltonian economic program in 

order to give it a greater mass appeal. 

Hamilton’s Federalist party had collapsed after the War 

of 1812. But a decade later when John Quincy Adams, a 

Republican converted from the Federalism of his father, 

entered the White House, the doctrines of the American 

system of Hamilton and Clay received their most enthusias¬ 

tic presidential support. In his first message to Congress, 

Adams surpassed all previous recommendations for internal 

improvements and suggested government aid for cultural as 

well as economic endeavors. This message, which went too 

far for American taste and was consequently politically un¬ 

wise, proved alarming to even Adams’s friends. Of all the 

cabinet, only Richard Rush, temporarily the Secretary of 

State, approved the message when it was first read to them. 

Jeffersonians believed the Adams program to be full of un¬ 

constitutional doctrines, and to most Americans the ideas 

must have seemed more European than American. They 

interpreted the message as advocating legislation for the 

benefit of a class, and Adams’s concept of a planned economy 
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they regarded as unmitigated consolidation and centraliza¬ 

tion. But if “The Message was, for its time, Caesarean,’’ as a 

recent writer had put it, it was also fortunate that Adams 

“was the mildest of Caesars.” 22 He sincerely believed in the 

merits of his far-reaching plans and later in life complained 

bitterly at the defeat of his comprehensive program for in¬ 

ternal improvements. 

I fell and with me fell, I fear never to rise again, certainly 

never to rise again in my day, the system of internal improve¬ 

ment by means of national energies. The great object of my 

life therefore, as applied to the administration of the govern¬ 

ment of the United States, has failed.23 

In the quarter century between John Quincy Adams’s 

message to Congress in 1825 and Jefferson’s first inaugural 

address in 1801, the course of American life and thought 

underwent amazing shifts. Disappointed though he was over 

the failure of his administration to put into effect his na¬ 

tionalistic measures, the son of old John Adams nevertheless 

stood as a notable example of the metamorphosis of Amer¬ 

ican politics. The Jeffersonians had become Federalists, and 

the Federalists had followed John Quincy into the ranks of 

their opponents. From this strange union, the older liberals 

in the Jeffersonian circle could derive little comfort. Under 

the overriding compulsions of the new nationalism that 

characterized the era of good feeling after the War of 1812, 

an eighteenth-century agrarian liberalism received scant 

support. 



6 

Jacksonian Democracy: The Many 

the 

The Middle Period of American history was an era that 

abounded in contrasts. The age of Jacksonian democracy, of 

romantic revolution, a golden age of American culture, the 

period of the flowering of New England and of the rise of 

the common man, the decades between the War of 1812 and 

the Civil War manifestly exhibited great strides in the direc¬ 

tion of democracy, progress, and reform. Yet these same years 

witnessed the rise of a crude materialism, the degeneration of 

political democracy into a species of mob rule and intolerant 

nationalism, and most important of all, the failure to achieve 

the abolition of slavery except by a civil war. 

In the face of such obviously conflicting tendencies, there 

is room for a reappraisal of the customary glowing accounts 

of this Middle Period of American history — the age of 

Jacksonian democracy. For example, many of the crudities 

of the Gilded Age after the Civil War, which have ever since 

drawn a generous measure of criticism, probably existed in 

embryonic form in the decades from Jackson to Lincoln. 

This was well recognized at the time, for though the ante¬ 

bellum decades were ones of great faith in progress, they 

were not entirely lacking in criticism: the New England 

transcendentalists and reformers, Alexis de Tocqueville in 

73 
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his celebrated Democracy in America, and others less well 

known were aware of the dangers of American progressive 

democracy. But because so much of their criticism was tem¬ 

pered by a large measure of sympathy and hope, its more 

pessimistic implications have been almost ignored. It would 

seem therefore that not enough attention has been given to 

the possibility that the democratic and nationalistic tend¬ 

encies of this period may have developed at the expense of 

older liberal values. 

It is in many ways difficult to interpret Jacksonian democ¬ 

racy as a liberal movement. Certainly an era that experi¬ 

enced mob attacks on Catholics, immigrants, and abolition¬ 

ists, as well as a violent uprooting of Indians and Mexicans 

on the plea of manifest destiny, had its illiberal aspects. But 

the threat of slavery and western expansionism to liberalism 

was concealed by the resurgence of agrarian democracy that 

took place in the 1830’s along with the entrance of Andrew 

Jackson into the White House. Although agrarianism, with 

all its promise for a liberal revolution, was destined to be 

short-lived, it was nevertheless true that the defeat of John 

Quincy Adams and election in 1828 of Andrew Jackson to 

the presidency paved the way for a return to older agrarian 

principles. In contrast to a policy of economic nationalism, 

which Republicans had proposed after the War of 1812, the 

Jacksonians revived in realistic and practical fashion much 

of the old Jeffersonian individualist philosophy. Of course, 

with revival went some revision. The Jacksonian democrats 

were less optimistic than the Jeffersonian apostles of the 

Enlightenment had been about the nature of man and the 

possibility of his achieving Utopia. As Arthur Schlesinger, 

Jr., has pointed out, the Jacksonians “moderated that side of 

Jeffersonianism which talked of agricultural virtue, inde¬ 

pendent proprietors, ‘natural’ property, abolition of indus¬ 

trialism, and expanded immensely that side which talked of 
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economic equality, the laboring classes, human rights and 

the control of industrialism.” 1 

But Jacksonian acceptance of industrialism and support 

of the working class did not outlaw the possibility of retain¬ 

ing agrarian goals, or the achievement of a type of agrarian 

society that wrould include small businessmen, petty traders, 

and prosperous artisans, as well as independent farmers. Per¬ 

haps the appeal of Jackson’s program may be better under¬ 

stood if it is thought of as a program not of labor against 

capital, but as a program for the lower middle class, or the 

plain people, whether they resided in urban or in agricul¬ 

tural areas. This large and growing segment of the popula¬ 

tion stood to gain most from the Jacksonian war on monop¬ 

oly and privilege. With the resources of the West beginning 

for the first time to be exploited on an extensive scale, and 

with manufacturing entering upon the threshold of a cen¬ 

tury of expansion, the lower middle class could afford to be 

capitalist in its inclinations and in its hopes for the future. 

Jacksonian laissez faire and equal rights were more allied to 

the needs and desires of the great mass of the people than the 

Whiggish economic theories of Henry Clay or John Quincy 

Adams. Although Clay and his nationalist school of later 

Jeffersonians sought to make the old Hamiltonian Federalist 

concept of economic paternalism popular by broadening its 

base, the Jacksonians’ program had a greater appeal in an 

America that was still young, hopeful, and expanding, and 

in which social life had not yet become overwhelmingly in¬ 

stitutionalized.2 

While neither Jackson nor his followers left any great 

body of political or social philosophy comparable to the 

Jeffersonian literature, the main outlines of Jacksonian lib¬ 

eralism are easy to infer from the policies of his administra¬ 

tion. The partial rejection of internal improvements at Fed¬ 

eral expense, the war on the bank and monopolies, and the 
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tacit sympathy for the small farmer and workingman were 

some of the important features of the Jacksonian program. 

At the outset of the administration, the check on the Amer¬ 

ican system of internal improvements, announced in Jack¬ 

son’s veto of the Maysville Road bill, was an attack upon the 

policy of Federal largess for the speculative business ele¬ 

ments moving into the West. Through the 1830’s, the belief 

prevailed that the average pioneer’s interests would be 

better served by reduced Federal spending, lower taxes, and 

a more liberal land policy. Thomas Hart Benton’s gradua¬ 

tion and pre-emption legislation therefore was closer to 

western desires than the plans of Henry Clay. Benton, a 

stanch supporter of Jackson, and long Missouri’s representa¬ 

tive in the Senate, sought by his proposals to make it easier 

for western pioneers to acquire lands, either pre-empting the 

good or gaining the inferior at a price graduated downwards. 

That the states and private enterprise, rather than the Fed¬ 

eral government, then assumed the major responsibility for 

building roads and canals in no wise canceled the impact of 

Jackson’s Maysville veto in so far as Federal policy was con¬ 

cerned. At least the President had restrained the Clay-Adams 

drive in the direction of a paternalistic economy, thereby 

postponing extensive Federal aid to transportation until the 

Civil War era. 

In the same way, the Jacksonians’ fight over the tariff and 

the bank during the 1830’s served to check the policy of 

Federal legislation in the interests of a section or a class. 

Though Jackson firmly supported the Union against the 

South Carolina nullificationists, he also urged a lowering of 

the tariff. Finally, in the war on the bank he broke the very 

citadel of entrenched monopoly — the creature of the eco¬ 

nomic nationalists from the days of Hamilton to Clay. In the 

words of Frederick Jackson Turner, “The severance of offi- 
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cial connection between the national government and the 

capitalist was one of the most important steps in American 

history. Thenceforth, the industrial interests were obliged to 

act by underground methods and by the lobby.” 3 By their 

attack upon the whole Whig conception of an economic pa¬ 

ternalism, the Jacksonians were able to preserve a large 

measure of American individuality while at the same time 

enhancing the trend toward equality and further minimiz¬ 

ing distinctions of aristocracy, rank, or class. 

The assaults on economic privilege in the form of sub¬ 

sidies, tariffs, and the bank especially won favor with the 

more radical members of the Jacksonian democracy. Mak¬ 

ing laissez faire a radical principle and adhering to a belief 

in a natural order of society, unclogged by the restraints of 

monopoly and privilege, the Jacksonians proposed to use 

the power of the state to enforce free competition. Such a 

policy was popular particularly in the large eastern cities 

where the small property owner’s stake in society was being 

threatened by the growth of corporations and entrenched 

monopolies. In New York City, for example, the radical 

Jacksonians, or Locofocos, as they were called, were led 

by the picturesque journalist William Leggett, assistant to 

William Cullen Bryant as editor of the New York Post. 

Leggett’s philosophy was a compound of his belief in laissez 

faire and his preference for agrarian democracy. 

A disciple of Adam Smith and of John Taylor, Leggett as¬ 

cribed the growth of inequality to interferences with the nat¬ 

ural right of property by federal and state authorities, and 

declared that democracy could be maintained by narrowly limit¬ 

ing the powers of the government, by maintaining a regime of 

strict laissez faire, and by keeping the Western lands open for 

settlers and preventing them from becoming the property of 

wealthy speculators.4 
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The economic liberalism of the Jacksonian era — agrar¬ 

ian and small capitalist in its orientation — tended to pre¬ 

vail down to the Civil War, although the shift to a greater 

concentration of industry in the hands of a relatively few 

individuals was already becoming apparent by the 1850’s. 

Until recently there has been little disposition to quarrel 

with the view that the United States, in the decades from 

Jackson to Lincoln, pursued the old Jeffersonian agrarian 

ideal in its economic life. But the growing volume of gov¬ 

ernmental intervention in all phases of the modern economy 

has prompted a re-examination of earlier periods of our his¬ 

tory. Most of this research, while it has demonstrated an un¬ 

doubted attempt on the part of government to regulate or 

aid private business, has also shown the failure of such ef¬ 

forts. This was the case during the American Revolution. 

Later, Alexander Hamilton’s vision of economic paternal¬ 

ism was imperfectly realized in the 1790’s, and again after 

the War of 1812, when it was unsuccessfully revived by Clay 

and Adams. Actually therefore Hamilton’s ideas were never 

put into practice until the Republican party came to domi¬ 

nate the American scene after the Civil War. 

Although a laissez-faire liberalism and individualism thus 

characterized most of United States national policy until the 

Civil War, the question has been raised as to whether this 

was equally true of the situation in the states during this pe¬ 

riod. In other words, does the thesis of an agrarian, liberal, 

laissez-faire tradition have general validity for the ante¬ 

bellum decades or was it merely a matter of the locus of 

governmental activity in the economy shifting back and 

forth between the states and the Federal government? For 

example, has too much been made of the reluctance of Jack- 

son to approve Federal funds for internal improvements, 

since many of these same projects were then carried out by 

the states? And did the states before the Civil War undertake 
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the same sort of activities that are today performed by the 

Federal government? 

The most important evidence of state action in the eco¬ 

nomic sphere took place during the x82o’s and 1830’s when 

the rush to build canals and roads went to unreasonable 

lengths. Although the degree of such activity hardly ren¬ 

dered it necessary, some of the western states followed the 

example of Missouri and devoted a special article in their 

constitutions to the subject of internal improvements, pro¬ 

viding for their encouragement and support through the 

application of state funds. To the newer states of the West, 

as well as the older states dependent on western trade, the 

improvement of the means of transportation took on the 

nature of a public enterprise. Precisely because it seemed to 

benefit the whole community, it had a widespread popular 

appeal in such states. Rather than contradicting the ideal of 

Jacksonian individualism, state aid to internal improve¬ 

ments was looked upon as a means of encouraging agricul¬ 

ture and of opening up new avenues of trade for a larger 

number of individuals. But the improvement of transporta¬ 

tion facilities was the only economic enterprise widely sup¬ 

ported by the states before the Civil War, and even in this 

area such support usually took the form of the states’ sub¬ 

scribing to the stock of private companies. The very scarcity 

of large private accumulations of capital rendered state aid 

more necessary, although it was true that railroad promot¬ 

ers, for example, worked hard to attract the funds of small 

private investors. “As early as 1838 the Western Railroad in 

Massachusetts had 2,331 stockholders. The New York Cen¬ 

tral in 1853 had 2,445. The Pennsylvania, financed almost 

entirely by house to house sales of stock, had over 2,600. 5 

Outside the field of transportation, the role of state gov¬ 

ernments in the economy was not a vital one. And even in 

that there was a decided reaction, after the Panic of 1837, 
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against state aid for internal improvements.6 The decline of 

the concept of state intervention in the economic sphere was, 

perhaps, most marked in some of the eastern states. For ex¬ 

ample, a case study of the part that government played in the 

pre-Civil War American economy, made for Massachusetts, 

has demonstrated the extent to which state action was con¬ 

fined and limited. After the American Revolution, the old 

colonial concept of the commonwealth yielded before a 

surge of antigovernment pressures. Debtor farmers learned 

that the ultimate weight of numbers would count for them 

in a democracy, and the merchants realized that the state 

could not work for them alone and that they could not simply 

write their economic interests into an interpretation of the 

common interest. Despite a continued desire for state inter¬ 

vention in their own behalf on the part of various economic 

groups, the fear of taxes and a heavy state indebtedness 

blocked public expenditures for several decades. Instead of 

taking a more positive, direct role, the state granted its eco¬ 

nomic powers to private banks and bridge companies. Later 

this policy was broadened into the corporate device, and 

charters were granted in a steadily mounting number to a 

variety of business concerns. These corporations soon gained 

private rights and were freed of the responsibilities that went 

with government agencies, thus negating the early concept 

of the corporation as a semipublic device. “Democratic un¬ 

willingness to confine the corporation to a favored few had 

dispersed it among many holders and that in turn had sepa¬ 

rated it from the state.” 7 

In their study of Massachusetts, the Handlins go on to 

show how the proliferation of corporations turned an orig¬ 

inal government agency into a business form, with multipli¬ 

cation destroying the state’s capacity to direct production 

through a judicious bestowal of corporation charters. More¬ 

over, each grant of a special privilege provoked the protests 
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of outsiders, while “fanatics in freedom” battled all govern¬ 

ment aid and regulation, thereby meshing together the 

struggle for reform and the battle against privilege. This did 

not always represent an unqualified approval of laissez faire, 

but it did indicate a weakening of the European concept of 

government as the director of productive enterprise. The 

dynamic elements in American society weakened class dis¬ 

tinctions, and at the same time the instruments of state ac¬ 

tion, like privilege and incorporation, became so widely 

accessible that the state was relegated to the role of a police¬ 

man. Moreover, this “transition from the Commonwealth 

to the police state, from mercantilism to liberalism, was not 

peculiar to Massachusetts or to the United States.” 8 

A similar analysis of the government’s hand in the econ¬ 

omy, for the state of Pennsylvania, shows that the crusade of 

the Jacksonians and workingmen against the practice of 

state-granted charters to private corporations made use of 

the concept of the community against the corporation. Al¬ 

though the arguments took on to some extent an individual¬ 

ist and laissez-faire tinge, the point of view was not always 

antigovernment. In some ways the arguments could be read 

as a support of governmental enterprise as against private, 

but state-chartered, corporations. Yet, in attacking these 

charters as a part of its antimonopoly crusade in the 1830’s, 

labor at the same time sought legislation in its own behalf. 

This paradox was accomplished when labor identified its 

cause with that of the whole community — “labor the only 

true interest” idea. But whether the point of view in Penn¬ 

sylvania— probably the most business-oriented of all the 

states — was primarily individualist and antigovernment, or 

whether it was actuated by the concept of positive govern¬ 

ment action in behalf of the community, was hardly impor¬ 

tant in the light of the fact that “Far from being limited, the 

objectives of the state in the economic field were usually so 
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broad that they were beyond its administrative power to 

achieve.” 9 In other words, a stable and expert administra¬ 

tive system had not developed to the point where effective 

state regulation or action was possible, and therefore the 

question of its interference was as yet of no practical concern 

and not to be worried about. 

On the basis of such studies as have appeared, there is evi¬ 

dence that economic liberalism of an agrarian, laissez-faire 

nature was as much a part of the states’ policies as it was of 

the national government’s from the 1830’s until the Civil 

War. The very weakness of the state governments adminis¬ 

tratively was enough to preclude them from effectiveness in 

the economic realm. Any attempt therefore to read back into 

the history of the states before the Civil War an analogy to the 

vast economic powers invoked today by the Federal gov¬ 

ernment rests on a distortion of the magnitude, purpose, 

and general efficiency of the economic activity of the states. 

In the states as well as in the national government, agrar¬ 

ian principles pervaded the Jacksonian period. The cry of 

equal rights for all and special privileges for none suggested 

forcefully a program of political and economic liberalism. 

Elaborating upon the Jeffersonian tradition, the Jacksonians 

demanded a broader political equality and a more generous 

economic opportunity. But in their assertions of an equali- 

tarian political and economic democracy, the Jacksonians 

often neglected such liberal tenets as the doctrine of limited 

government and preservation of minority rights. Just as Jef¬ 

ferson in power sought compromise between the extremes of 

his own radical followers and the conservative Federalists, so 

the Jacksonian Democrats attempted to unite prolabor and 

antimonopoly radicals in the North with proslavery con¬ 

servatives in the South. In the resulting confusion, the Jack- 

son movement, despite the liberalism of much of its political 

and economic program, proved itself far from liberal in 
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other respects — particularly in the matter of minority 

rights when such rights came into conflict with the will of the 

majority. Thus the Jacksonians’ insistence on equal rights 

was unfortunately not paralleled by a similar solicitude for 

individual liberties, and the period after 1830, despite the 

promise that it held out for an agrarian order, was also an era 

in which liberalism in many ways declined.10 

Personally Jackson, though often charming to an inner 

circle of friends and associates, had little of the philosophical 

or intellectual qualities of a Jefferson. Instead, he had a 

reputation for abrupt and arbitrary action, which aroused 

the concern not only of his political enemies but also of his 

liberal friends, who would have preferred a stricter adher¬ 

ence to legal methods. Much of this anxiety over Jackson’s 

ways was traceable to stories of his military career and his 

indifference as an army officer to civil authority. Thus, after 

the victory of New Orleans, Jackson became embroiled with 

the local citizenry and flatly refused to honor a writ of habeas 

corpus issued in behalf of one of their number by Federal 

Judge Dominick A. Hall. Instead, Jackson ordered the arrest 

of the judge on charges of aiding and abetting a mutiny. 

Justifying his imperious actions, for which he was later fined 

one thousand dollars, Jackson admitted the violation of con¬ 

stitutional rights, but argued: “The laws must sometimes be 

silent when necessity speaks.” 11 

This and other instances in which Jackson ignored in¬ 

convenient War Department orders and violated civil au¬ 

thority or foreign jurisdiction were responsible for much 

criticism of his candidacy for the presidency. On the other 

hand, once clothed with the powers of the highest office, 

Jackson in large part forsook his military ways, supporting, 

for example, in best Jeffersonian fashion, reductions in the 

army and navy. Only toward the close of his second term, in 

the midst of diplomatic troubles with France over the spolia- 
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tion claims due the United States, did Jackson exert pressure 

upon Congress for larger military appropriations.12 

Though not militaristic, Jackson was often autocratic and 

dictatorial in his conduct as president. The Whig opposition 

and the Congressional leaders, Clay, Calhoun, and Webster, 

all distrusted the way in which he used the powers of his 

office. The mental image of the President, astride a white 

horse, leading a Federal army against the nullificationists in 

South Carolina may have been partly responsible for Con¬ 

gressional willingness to push through the Compromise 

Tariff bill of 1833. At the same time, southern state-rights 

Democrats, who had assumed the mantle of Jefferson, were 

antagonized by the nationalism of Jackson’s methods even 

when they agreed with his agrarian goals. To the National 

Republicans, who feared the Jacksonian ends as well as the 

means, the President was a tyrant reminiscent of George III, 

and so they labeled him King Andrew I and took for them¬ 

selves the name Whig, after the English liberals. Though he 

hardly justified the title King Andrew, Jackson did at times 

act with seeming indifference to much of the liberal tradi¬ 

tion. Rejecting therefore the interpretation of Jackson as a 

liberal, a later critic has issued the severe judgment that “If 

his had been the last great influence in the formation of the 

American character, American democracy might have be¬ 

come associated with ignorance, recklessness, and vio¬ 

lence.” 13 

The indictment of Jackson on the basis of “ignorance, 

recklessness, and violence,” though an extreme and in some 

ways unfair view, was precisely the reason why so many of 

the liberal intellectuals of the time were repelled by Jack¬ 

sonian democracy. This was especially the case among the 

literati and transcendentalists of New England, very few of 

whom exhibited any real enthusiasm for the Jacksonian 

cause. While the transcendentalists shared the romantic in- 
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dividualism of the Enlightenment, the Jacksonians thought 

more in terms of practical economic and political reforms. 

Basically, Jacksonian democracy accepted industrialism, 

modifying its worse effects with an equalitarian program. 

Although occasionally, as in the case of Emerson, impressed 

by the new world of machinery, New England reformers and 

transcendentalists on the whole rejected industrialism and a 

democracy based on the large urban masses of workingmen 

and businessmen. Thoreau’s denial of all this was, of course, 

the most thoroughgoing, but Thoreau was also among the 

least political-minded of the Concord group. In general, 

however, the skepticism of so many of the leading intel¬ 

lectuals and reformers, particularly the New England tran¬ 

scendentalists, to Jacksonian democracy illustrated its lim¬ 

itations as a liberal movement. To most liberals it had 

less appeal than Jeffersonian thought and philosophy, and 

even its agrarianism was too nationalistic and equalitarian 

to gain the favor of individualist believers in a transcen¬ 

dental heaven.14 

A critical, and yet dispassionate, view of Jacksonian de¬ 

mocracy was that set forth by the famous contemporary 

foreign observer of the American scene, Alexis de Tocque- 

ville, in his celebrated volumes on Democracy in America 

(1838-1840). A student who was a sympathetic and even at 

times flattering interpreter, Tocqueville in his Democracy 

nevertheless ‘‘more than hinted of corruption in the Amer¬ 

ican Eden.” 15 Confessing that ‘‘in America I saw more than 

America; I sought the image of democracy itself, with its 

inclinations; its character, its prejudices, and its passions, in 

order to learn what we have to fear or to hope from its prog¬ 

ress,” Tocqueville struggled with the problem of whether 

the Jacksonian movement was liberal as well as democratic 

in its outlook. The American form of government, with the 

checks provided by the Constitution and the Federal system, 
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was, he believed, best suited to the interests of the majority 

of the people. Although nothing was more striking to the 

foreign visitor — or more commented upon by the host of 

travelers in the United States — than the absence of the 

visible signs of government and its accompanying quota of 

useless functionaries and soldiers, there was nevertheless a 

centralized government in the United States in the sense of a 

common set of interests among the people. But there was no 

centralized administration controlling local as well as na¬ 

tional matters.16 

Tocqueville did not agree with those who deduced from 

this that the government of the United States was of necessity 

weak and would therefore in time fall prey to the liberties of 

its citizens. The chief danger to American democracy, he 

warned, did not stem from the decentralization of its govern¬ 

ment or from an excess of individual liberty, but from the 

“inadequate securities which exist against tyranny.” Though 

serious evidence of tyranny was not present in the United 

States, Tocqueville feared the power of the legislative ma¬ 

jority and the decrees of the magistrates as possible threats to 

freedom of opinion. Believing that the American people had 

a passion for equality more than for liberty, he noted that 

there was little true independence of mind or freedom of 

discussion in the United States. From this he concluded that, 

if freedom were destroyed in the United States, it would be 

by the tyranny of the majority rather than by a minority. 

Also, a sizable war, which always augmented the powers of 

the government, was a formidable threat to liberty. “A long 

war,” he pointed out, “almost always reduces nations to the 

wretched alternative of being abandoned to ruin by defeat 

or to despotism by success. ... No protracted war can fail 

to endanger the freedom of a democratic country.” 17 

Running through Tocqueville’s account of Democracy in 

America was his attempt to distinguish between freedom 
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and equality, and to resolve the dilemma of preserving indi¬ 

vidual liberties in the midst of a growing democratic tend¬ 

ency toward centralization and uniformity. The danger of 

individualism lay in the possibility that self-interest, im¬ 

properly understood and applied, might further encourage 

the inordinate American desire for wealth and material 

prosperity. Although there was no apparent likelihood of a 

landed aristocracy springing up in the American states, 

Tocqueville was apprehensive of the pretensions and power 

of the rising industrial class. Dissenting from the view that 

the majority will had absolute sway in the United States over 

the individual, he nevertheless saw a threat to personal free¬ 

dom in the excessive stress that democracy placed upon 

equality. While freedom was necessary for equality, there 

was always the danger that, with equality once attained, lib¬ 

erty would be ignored. 

The more equal the conditions of men become and the less 

strong men individually are, the more easily they give way to 

the current of the multitude and the more difficult it is for 

them to adhere by themselves to an opinion which the multi¬ 

tude discard. . . . 

As the conditions of men become equal among a people, in¬ 

dividuals seem of less and society of greater importance; or 

rather every citizen, being assimilated to all the rest, is lost in 

the crowd, and nothing stands conspicuous but the great and 

imposing image of the people at large. This naturally gives the 

men of democratic periods a lofty opinion of the privileges of 

society and a very humble notion of the rights of individ¬ 

uals. . . .18 

The solicitude for the future of American democracy ex¬ 

hibited by Tocqueville and others was based essentially on 

their realization of its potentially illiberal aspects. Despite 

the efforts of the Jeffersonians, the decades following the 
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American Revolution had continued to be conservative, 

nationalistic, and antiliberal in politics and economics. The 

renewal of agrarian liberal tendencies, touched off by the 

Jacksonian triumph, was temporarily decisive in reversing a 

paternalistic Whiggish trend in American government after 

the War of 1812. But Jacksonian democracy, nationalistic 

and popular in its appeal and program, also became illiberal 

in respect to minority rights and civil liberties. Yielding to 

the demands of a proslavery South and an expansionist West, 

the Jacksonians found themselves supporting the suppres¬ 

sion of free speech and free thought and justifying the 

manifest destiny of the nation at the expense of the rights of 

Indians and Mexicans. 

Of great importance to liberalism in the Jackson era, in 

both a positive and a negative sense, was the great American 

West. Throughout the Middle Period, this West, as both 

myth and reality, continued to exert a vital influence, paral¬ 

leling and also helping to mold Jacksonian democracy. Al¬ 

though the conquest of the frontier, in successive waves of 

westward migration, involved such features as Indian war¬ 

fare, with its accompanying lapse into barbarism, the sense 

of opportunity and liberation offered by the West was com¬ 

pensation for the temporary decline in civilization. 

On the whole there was comparatively little conflict be¬ 

tween early American westward expansion and the ideals of 

liberalism and democratic government. The West continued 

to be a reservoir of individualism and the domain of the self- 

made man. Although individualism did not preclude a meas¬ 

ure of neighborly cooperation nor increasing agitation for 

government aid in bettering transportation facilities, the 

image of the frontiersman as a free and self-reliant individ¬ 

ual, subsisting largely by his own efforts, remained a valid 

picture. Thus during the 1830’s the West exemplified Jack¬ 

sonian doctrines of individualism and shared in the Jack- 
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sonian belief in equality of political and economic opportu¬ 

nity, as against the Whig policies of economic subsidies for 

business and speculative interests. 

But outside the domain of economics, the West did not al¬ 

ways have the same liberal import. As the pioneers went west 

they became more nationalistic in some ways. The rigors of 

the frontier often enforced a way of life that was degrading 

and inhumane. Whatever the ideal, in practice civilized 

qualities frequently yielded before the cruder barbarism of 

the West. Even though much of this was only temporary, 

soon passing before the new surge of civilized values emanat¬ 

ing from the East, it meanwhile fostered a kind of bumptious 

equalitarianism and heightened nationalism. In the West 

everything was exaggerated — the good and the bad alike. 

And it was this exaggerated, boastful egalitarianism and 

superpatriotic nationalism, emblazoned as manifest destiny, 

which seemed often to threaten American liberalism. 

Whether the expansionism of the West, however rational¬ 

ized in terms of manifest destiny or the American mission, 

was compatible with earlier pacific and republican ideals was 

a question that could not be avoided indefinitely in the 

United States. For example, were republican government 

and expansionism suited to each other? Could the American 

Constitution and liberal ideals be stretched to cover a vast 

empire? Anxiety over these issues, which was at first strongly 

felt by the Jeffersonian Republicans, became instead the 

special concern of old-line Federalists, who resented the pur¬ 

chase of Louisiana and the prospect of seeing New England 

degenerate into a section inferior to the rising West. Other 

Americans, Republicans as well as Federalists, were dis¬ 

mayed lest individual liberties become the price paid for 

such expansionism. These fears, partly altruistic and partly 

selfish, had to be dissipated before democracy and expansion¬ 

ism could be linked. This union, which took form only grad- 
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ually, was first made explicit during the thirties under the 

aggressive frontier nationalism of the Jacksonians. Jackso¬ 

nian Democrats talked the language of expansionism, ini¬ 

tially in regard to the Indians of Georgia, but later in refer¬ 

ence to the Mexicans in Texas and California and the British 

in Oregon. Summing up popular feeling, an essav in the 

Democratic Review of 1839 depicted America as “The Great 

Nation of Futurity,” and a later article in the same journal 

first used the phrase “manifest destiny.” 19 

In the case of the Indians, the conflict between their rights 

and the demands of the white settlers reached a crisis in the 

1830’s when the Jackson administration determined to move 

the Red Men residing within the state of Georgia to new 

lands beyond the Mississippi. The problem was aggravated 

by the fact that the Creeks, Cherokees, and other Indian 

tribes of the Southwest had attained a considerable decree 

of civilization and asked only to be left alone on their lands 

as guaranteed by previous treaties with the United States. To 

a large extent these Indians had fulfilled one of the cherished 

dreams of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. Accord¬ 

ing to this view, which was shared bv Tefferson and others, 

the Indians would in time achieve a higher level of civiliza¬ 

tion through proximity to the white man’s societv. Of 

course, the pioneer backwoodsman seldom accepted the hu¬ 

manitarian liberal’s sympathetic feelings toward the Red 

Man, but continued to be governed in his thinking bv the 

frontier adage that the onlv good Indian was a dead one. 

Despite a background of hostility and numerous clashes 

with the Indian on the part of both private citizens and 

contingents of the regular army and militia, the removal 

policy of the 1830’s undertaken by the Tackson administra¬ 

tion marked the first official abandonment of the hopeful 

ideal of a progress in civilization for the Indian. In disregard 

of the actual improvement already attained by the Indian 
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nations in Georgia, statesmen of the South and West justified 

the removal policy on grounds of the Indians’ inflexible 

barbarism. Jackson himself took the lead in rationalizing the 

justice of the removal policy by calling it an inevitable step 

in the progress of civilization. In a message to Congress he 

declared: 

Humanity has often wept over the fate of the aborigines of 

this country, and Philanthropy has been long busily employed 

in devising means to avert it, but its progress has never for a 

moment been arrested, and one by one have many powerful 

tribes disappeared from the earth.20 

President Jackson’s argument, repeated by a host of land- 

hungry expansionists, led naturally to the concept that it was 

the manifest destiny of the American people to cross the 

continent and pre-empt the soil from ocean to ocean. Thus, 

by the 1840’s, former apprehensions of an incompatibility 

between democracy and expansionism largely disappeared 

as the American people, to the slogan of “Fifty-four forty or 

fight,” and calls for the reannexation of Texas and reoccupa¬ 

tion of Oregon, marched to their manifest destiny in the 

Far West. Young Democrats united with the older Jackso¬ 

nian statesmen in their enthusiasm for expansion. Although 

the bulk of the advocates of manifest destiny were congre¬ 

gated in the West and in the newer areas of the South, labor 

leaders of the East saw a more than incidental connection 

between renewed increments of cheap land and higher 

wages. The chief doubts accordingly came from the rem¬ 

nants of an older liberalism, the idealists and humanitarian 

reformers of the Northeast, the abolitionists who called the 

Mexican War a slaveholders’ plot, and the conservative 

Whig leaders in both the North and the South who feared 

the implications of an aggressive, expansionist war. 
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Expansionism carried to the point of war, no matter how 

democratic or popular the reasons, marked a retreat from the 

principles of American liberalism. Individual liberals saw 

in the Mexican War the danger that the United States would 

turn to pursuing a military policy, and they warned that this 

was the traditional means by which personal liberties were 

subverted. In contrast to the philosophy of many of the advo¬ 

cates of manifest destiny, antiexpansionists argued that 

United States influence on the world was greatest when it 

confined itself to peaceful teaching by example. The popular 

association of democracy and expansionism only increased 

the fears of the small minority of liberals who questioned 

the nation-wide tendency of the times. Thoreau, for ex¬ 

ample, was provoked by the Mexican War to write his cele¬ 

brated essay Civil Disobedience, with its criticism of the 

whole doctrine of majority rule as against the liberty of the 

individual’s own free conscience. Observing the fruits of the 

war he had opposed, Thoreau complained: 

The whole enterprise of this nation, which is not an upward, 

but a westward one, toward Oregon, California, Japan, etc., is 

totally devoid of interest to me, whether performed on foot, or 

by a Pacific railroad. It is not illustrated by a thought; it is not 

warmed by a sentiment; there is nothing in which one should 

lay down his life for, nor even his gloves, — hardly which one 

should take up a newspaper for. It is perfectly heathenish, — a 

filibustering toward heaven by the great western route. No; 

they may go their way to their manifest destiny, which I trust is 

not mine.21 

Joining forces with Thoreau, Herman Melville, famous 

in his own time as the novelist of the South Seas, and later 

renowned as the author of Moby Dick, raised his philosoph¬ 

ical objections to the manifest destiny of his fellow country¬ 

men. Democracy he linked to the youth of the nation and to 
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the richness of the West, but there was also a danger to a 

liberal democracy in the pursuit of a policy of conquest. 

Free horses need wide prairies; and fortunate for you, sover¬ 

eign kings! that you have room enough, wherein to be free. 

And, may it please you, you are free, partly because you are 

young. Your nation is like a fine, florid youth, full of fiery im¬ 

pulses, and hard to restrain; his strong hand nobly championing 

his heart. On all sides, freely he gives, and still seeks to acquire. 

But years elapse. . . . The maxims once trampled under 

foot, are now printed on his front; and he who hated oppres¬ 

sors, is become an oppressor himself. 

Thus often with men; thus, often, with nations. Then marvel 

not, sovereign kings! that old states are different from yours; 

and think not, your own must forever remain liberal as now.22 

The manifest destiny of the United States was to carry the 

American people ever farther from the agrarian dreams of 

the Jacksonians and their liberal followers. The pressures of 

western nationalism had led to the War with Mexico, and 

expansionism in the fifties by becoming tied to the aggressive 

designs of the southern slavocracy was to pave the way for the 

Civil War. Among the results of that struggle was the demise 

of an agrarian economy. This involved a subtle paradox, be¬ 

cause in large measure it was the agricultural imperialism 

of the more expansionist-minded agrarians that had linked 

democracy to expansionism and so made possible both the 

Mexican and the Civil War. 

In the midst of a growing national democracy, the Jack¬ 

sonians became in a sense the prisoners of the idea of the 

rise of the common man. The democracy and majority rule 

that they espoused was in many ways inimical to an older 

traditional liberalism that emphasized the freedom of the 

individual and the right of minority dissent. Intent on their 

goal of an agrarian utopia for the plain people under a mild 
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republican government, the Jacksonians resented the intru¬ 

sion of single-minded, radical reformers. And so liberalism, 

in the sense of individualism or of free enquiry, was largely 

left to transcendental critics in New England, to abolition¬ 

ists and other radical reformers, and to a handful of left- 

wing democrats. Retaining only its economic program, the 

Democratic party of Jackson worked out an alliance among 

southern slaveholders, western expansionists, and the urban 

and immigrant masses of the North. National unity was thus 

preserved at the price of liberal values. While the ideal of 

peace and the rights of Indians and Mexicans were rudely 

brushed aside in the westward surge of manifest destiny, an 

even greater violation of individual freedom was being per¬ 

petuated in the spread of the institution of Negro slavery. 



7 

The Curse of Slavery 

By the middle of the nineteenth century the institution of 

Negro slavery, with all its attendant problems, stood out as 

the most direct challenge to American liberalism. Neither 

the liberalism of Jefferson nor the agrarian democracy of 

Jackson had provided a solution to this troublesome issue. 

Instead of remaining the dying institution of the late eight¬ 

eenth century, localized in the tidewater areas of the Old 

South, it had managed to achieve a new vitality in the early 

part of the nineteenth century. At the same time, the acquisi¬ 

tion of Federal territories in the trans-Mississippi West made 

slavery a national problem, subject to increasing debate in 

the halls of Congress. Keeping pace in its expansion with the 

march of the American people across the continent, the west¬ 

ward extension of slavery led ultimately to the Civil War. 

Thus the institution of slavery, ardently defended by its 

beneficiaries as the foundation stone of an ideal Greek de¬ 

mocracy in the South, was also the greatest single factor in 

the decline of nineteenth-century American liberalism. A 

curse to both the whites and the blacks, it had a disastrous 

effect upon the North as well as the South. In the latter sec¬ 

tion, especially, the intensification of the proslavery argu¬ 

ment accompanied a steady decline in freedom of thought 

and in the other liberal ideals of Jefferson’s day. 

The increasing aggressiveness of the southern defense of 

slavery in the nineteenth century was in marked contrast to 

95 
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the liberal attitude of leaders of the South at the time of the 

American Revolution. In the late eighteenth century, the 

aristocrats who dominated life in Virginia and other parts of 

the Old South had presented, as Clemejit Eaton has pointed 

out, a striking paradox “in their combination of the habits 

and tastes of patricians with the possession of liberal views 

concerning religion, slavery, and politics.” “Aristocrats with 

liberal views,” they shared the values of the eighteenth- 

century Enlightenment, with its cosmopolitan and interna¬ 

tional outlook, its antislavery attitude, its emphasis on rea¬ 

son, and its espousal of deism.1 

In Virginia, for example, nearly every one of the promi¬ 

nent statesmen of the Revolutionary period was on record 

as favoring some form of emancipation, and a not-inconsid- 

erable number of large planters from George Washington to 

John Randolph actually provided in their wills for the 

manumission of their slaves. Typical of many others in his 

attitude was George Mason, author of the famous Virginia 

Bill of Rights and the aristocratic owner of three hundred 

slaves at the time of his death in 1792. Mason described slav¬ 

ery as a slow poison, not only for the Negroes but for the 

slaveowners as well. Contaminating the mind and morals of 

the owners, it stood as an example of tyranny for future leg¬ 

islators. “Taught to regard a part of our own Species in the 

most abject & contemptible Degree below us,” he wrote, “we 

lose that Idea of the Dignity of Man, which the hand of Na¬ 

ture had planted in us, for great and useful purposes.” Henry 

St. George Tucker, the widely respected professor of law at 

William and Mary College, argued that slavery was incon¬ 

sistent with the Bill of Rights and should be eradicated. In 

addition, he attempted to stir the Virginia legislature into 

action by delivering a series of antislavery lectures and by 

the publication in 1796 of an important antislavery pam¬ 

phlet proposing gradual emancipation. The postponement 
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of the problem, he warned his fellow citizens, would only 

render more difficult its eventual solution. In the neighbor¬ 

ing state of Maryland, the cause of emancipation was cham¬ 

pioned by two of the leading aristocrats, William Pinkney 

and Charles Carroll of Carrollton, but the latter’s plan for 

emancipation was voted down by the legislature.2 

The turning point in the feelings of the South regarding 

slavery, and the accompanying decline of southern liberal¬ 

ism, fell within the period between the waning of the eight¬ 

eenth-century Enlightenment and the triumph of Jackso¬ 

nian democracy in the 1830’s. These decades witnessed a 

conservative reaction in American thought that was only 

partially counteracted by the Jeffersonian victory of 1800. In 

addition to the general impact of conservative modes of 

thinking in this period, the economy of the South was being 

drastically altered by the invention of the cotton gin and by 

the rise of cotton factories in England and in the northeast¬ 

ern states. The demands of the industrial revolution for 

more raw cotton, and hence more labor and land, created a 

new attitude toward slavery on the part of the South. This 

was especially true in the cotton-growing areas of the lower 

South, where the planters now became militant exponents 

of the expansion of slavery. Just as economics helped to dic¬ 

tate the abolition of slavery in the North, so the cotton gin 

and industrial revolution helped to assure its continuance in 

the South. New economic pressures, in conjunction with the 

more conservative temper in American political and intel¬ 

lectual life, accordingly accomplished a major transforma¬ 

tion in southern thinking on the slavery issue. 

Evidence that the enlightened liberal attitude toward 

slavery on the part of the Revolutionary generation of the 

South was undergoing a change can be seen in the course of 

events that began in the late 1780’s. During the deliberations 

of the Constitutional Convention at Philadelphia in 1787 
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there was strong disagreement between some northern and 

southern delegates as to whether Negro slaves should be con¬ 

sidered as property subject to taxation or as persons to be 

included in fixing the quota of a state’s membership in the 

House of Representatives. Southern delegates desired the 

Negro to be counted equally with the whites for purposes of 

representation, though not of taxation, while most North¬ 

erners argued that the slaves were property, liable to taxa¬ 

tion, but not deserving of representation. Although one of 

the delegates, Rufus King of Massachusetts, condemned any 

proposal that would recognize slavery in the Constitution, 

the members of the Convention were for the most part more 

concerned with the practical questions of direct taxation and 

representation in proportion to population. The famous 

three-fifths compromise, which was written into the Consti¬ 

tution to govern both of these questions, was perhaps satis¬ 

factory to no one, but it demonstrated the strength of pro¬ 

slavery interests at the Convention and also gave the practical 

victory to the South, since the Federal government did not 

use its power to levy direct taxes in proportion to popula¬ 

tion. 

The other important action of the Convention relating to 

slavery was in the matter of the foreign slave trade. By the 

time of the Revolution, this trade was being subjected to a 

growing volume of criticism, first, on humanitarian grounds 

and, second, because British merchants were the chief bene¬ 

ficiaries. Although Jefferson’s denunciation of the trade was 

expunged from the Declaration of Independence’s list of 

grievances against the crown, several of the states prohibited 

its continuance. Opponents of this traffic in human beings 

hoped that the Constitutional Convention would completely 

outlaw the evil, but when the matter came up for discussion 

a bitter debate ensued. The southern states were divided. 

While Virginia, Maryland, and North Carolina had already 



THE CURSE OF SLAVERY 99 

acted to end the slave trade, South Carolina and Georgia, 

having no surplus of Negroes, felt differently. Charles Pinck¬ 

ney of South Carolina pointed out that his state would never 

adopt the Constitution if it prohibited the slave trade. His 

cousin Charles Cotesworth Pinckney asserted that Virginia 

and Maryland would gain higher prices for their slaves if the 

trade was stopped, but that South Carolina and Georgia, 

faced with a labor shortage, would be forced to confederate 

on unequal terms. In deference to these arguments, the for¬ 

eign slave trade was permitted to continue until 1808.3 

Fundamentally, the Constitution extended the same pro¬ 

tection to slavery that it accorded other property rights, an 

action that was a serious check to the antislavery movement. 

To the Quakers and other strong antislavery groups, it 

seemed as if the Constitution was a document devoid of pro¬ 

tection for human liberties. Moreover, the failure to achieve 

emancipation in the high tide of Revolutionary, eighteenth- 

century liberalism was to cast a pall on the liberalism of 

succeeding years. “Ironically enough,” as one historian has 

written, “America’s freedom was the means of giving slavery 

itself a longer life than it was to have in the British em¬ 

pire.” 4 
The renewed guarantees for the protection of slavery 

written into the Federal Constitution were illustrative of the 

changed feelings on the subject that were beginning to char¬ 

acterize much of American sentiment by the 1790 s. That 

provision of the Northwest Ordinance which prohibited 

slavery in the territory north of the Ohio River incurred 

criticism in the South and was even openly flouted by South¬ 

erners who brought their slaves into the region. The general 

agreement in the Constitutional Convention that a Negro 

slave was property, which should be returned to its owner, 

was reinforced by the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 

1793. A decade later, the purchase of Louisiana opened the 
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way for the creation of new slave states and territories and 

set the stage for the forthcoming bitter political struggles 

over the extension of slavery. At the same time, the anti¬ 

slavery movement gradually lost its early hopefulness in re¬ 

gard to eventual abolition. Instead, antislavery spokesmen 

turned more and more to the illiberal panacea of colonizing 

freed Negroes in Africa; and in the South emancipation was 

considered only in connection with colonization. Mean¬ 

while, discrimination in the North against the free Negro 

increased, with separate churches being established and diffi¬ 

culties placed in the way of Negro education. Hostility to 

Negro education reached a climax in the North in the fa¬ 

mous case of Prudence Crandall's school for Negro children 

in Canterbury, Connecticut. Established in 1831, the school 

was broken up three years later after much litigation against 

and persecution of the owner.8 

The popularity of the colonization movement, and the 

corresponding loss of interest in educating or Christianizing 

the Negro, reflected a decline in idealism and liberalism. 

The argument that slavery was a step on the ladder from 

barbarism to freedom had little force if the Negro was not to 

receive any of the benefits of civilization. Also the older faith 

of the Enlightenment in the natural rights of man, and in 

the possibility of progress and reform through changes in the 

environment, was discarded by a policy that discouraged 

education and self-improvement. Most important of all, the 

espousal of colonization in place of education for the Negro 

was an admission of failure on the part of free society. It in¬ 

dicated a belief that younger Negroes could not be educated 

and brought to a position of equality with the white popula¬ 

tion. 

The North, as we have seen, was by no means exempt from 

taking an increasingly illiberal attitude toward the Negro. 

There, as well as in the South, people shared in the conserva- 
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tive reaction from the ideals of the Enlightenment, of which 

a changed sentiment about slavery was part. The diversity of 

feeling between the two sections over the question of slavery 

seemed consequently to rest more on economic than on in¬ 

tellectual or humanitarian differences. In any case, the sec¬ 

tional clash did not reach serious proportions until eco¬ 

nomic rivalry for the West began to drive a strong wedge 

between the states to the north and those to the south of the 

Mason-Dixon line. Even then it was not so much the profit¬ 

ableness of slavery in the South, in contrast to its economic 

extinction in the North, as it was the fact that the profits of 

slavery were coming to depend on the expansion of the insti¬ 

tution westward. Slavery confined to the states of the Old 

South could be treated as a local institution that would in 

time die out. Slavery carried into the newer states of the 

West, and united with an aggressive foreign policy, raised 

the specter of a slave imperialism in place of the older agri¬ 

cultural imperialism of the Jeffersonians. Furthermore, the 

slave plantations in the Southwest had few of the redeeming, 

civilizing features of the easygoing Virginia estates. As the 

plantation moved west, aristocracy often yielded to plutoc¬ 

racy, while liberalism succumbed to harsh intolerance. 

Meanwhile, it was becoming apparent that no amount of 

state rights talk in the South could obscure the fact that 

slavery, when carried into the Federal territories of the West, 

was a national problem of mounting seriousness. The na¬ 

tional issue came to the forefront in 1819 when Missouri, the 

first organized territory beyond the Mississippi, applied for 

admission into the Union as a slave state. An amendment to 

the enabling act, permitting statehood only if slavery were 

prohibited, touched off a debate in Congress and the nation, 

which Thomas Jefferson described as sounding “like a fire- 

bell in the night.” 6 His alarm seemed not without reason as 

bitter northern attacks were answered by a no less vehement 
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southern defense of the peculiar institution. As the struggle 

over Missouri turned liberal aristocrats, already skeptical 

over emancipation, into ardent defenders of slavery, Jeffer¬ 

son’s criticisms of the institution were no longer acceptable 

in the South. Nathaniel Macon, John Taylor, and John 

Randolph were among the older disciples of Jefferson who 

now justified slavery in terms of the needs of their section. 

Going still further in his defense of slavery, Thomas Cooper, 

a protege of Jefferson’s, and a stanch radical in his youth, 

frankly repudiated the whole philosophy of natural rights 

and the equality of man, becoming “among the first of the 

former followers of the great Virginia democrat publicly to 

deny the validity of the social doctrines of the Declaration 

of Independence.” 7 

For the South as a whole, Jefferson’s death in 1826 sym¬ 

bolized the passing of the older liberal aristocracy. The new 

generation of southern statesmen, which achieved political 

leadership by the second quarter of the nineteenth century, 

was frankly conservative and aggressively prosfavery. It re¬ 

pudiated much of the Jeffersonian heritage and attacked the 

philosophy of the Declaration of Independence with its as¬ 

sertion of the equality and natural rights of man. Even 

Jacksonian democracy, which might have broadened the 

base of the older Jeffersonian variety of aristocratic liberal¬ 

ism, served only to popularize and extend the illiberal side 

of southern thinking, helping to rally nonslaveholders as 

well as planters to the defense of white society. 

In theory, the triumph of Andrew Jackson in 1828, with 

the encouragement that it offered to the movement for 

greater political and economic democracy, seemed to 

threaten the position of the plantation aristocracy. But any 

such threat was easily countered after 1830 by the plea of the 

need of southern unity to meet the attacks of northern abo¬ 

litionists. Thus the plain people of the South, instead of 
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serving as a force for southern democracy and a greater lib¬ 

eralism on the slavery question, were coerced into support 

of the peculiar institution. However much he may have suf¬ 

fered from the economic competition of slave labor, the 

common man was nevertheless persuaded to join in a defense 

of the system, accepting the romantic picture of life and 

labor in the Old South that was fostered by the large slave¬ 

holders. Indeed, in this process of tightening southern unity, 

the nonslaveholding masses were often less tolerant of the 

Negro than the upper-class slaveowners. Convinced that 

slavery was necessary to preserve white supremacy, majority 

opinion was swayed by emotion and propaganda and di¬ 

verted into a defense of slavery. Thus Jacksonian democracy 

and the repudiation of eighteenth-century liberalism 

achieved a synthesis in connection with the slavery question, 

and “The Jacksonian democrats made no effort to disturb 

the vast complex of property rights involved in the institu¬ 

tion of slavery.” 8 

In Virginia, a celebrated instance of the defeat of the 

antislavery and democratic forces occurred in the Constitu¬ 

tional Convention of 1829-1830. There the older eastern 

aristocracy of the state was able to maintain its control 

against the democratic and antislavery western counties. 

Moreover, this Virginia aristocracy of 1830, retaining little 

of its earlier liberalism, voted down measures for universal 

white manhood suffrage, local self-government, and ade¬ 

quate representation of the West. The failure of the liberal 

element to effect reforms was given further illustration in 

1832, when the state legislature refused to approve a plan for 

gradual emancipation. 

The question of emancipation had already been precipi¬ 

tated in Virginia by the famous Nat Turner insurrection of 

August 1831, in which sixty-one whites were killed and over 

a hundred Negroes put to death in revenge for the slave out- 
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break. Thoroughly alarmed, many Virginians favored im¬ 

mediate emancipation and colonization as an alternative to 

further slave revolts, but the tidewater planters countered 

all such schemes with a vigorous defense of slavery. Instead 

of offering any compromise to modify the institution of 

slavery and appease the Negroes, legislatures in the South 

responded to the challenge of possible future uprisings by 

making their slave codes more severe. When Thomas R. 

Dew, professor of political economy at William and Mary 

College, promptly published his Review of the Debates in 

the Virginia Legislature, the proslavery argument was 

launched in earnest and the future course of the South be¬ 

came clear.9 

Hitherto there had been a certain division of opinion in 

the South on the slavery question, with many of the back- 

country, nonslaveholding areas favoring some form of grad¬ 

ual emancipation. But now events, in the North as well as in 

the South, united to accomplish the final breakdown of any 

such liberal feeling. In the midst of the hysteria over the 

Turner revolt, the South took note of the rising abolitionist 

sentiment in the North. In January 1831, in Boston, William 

Lloyd Garrison had already issued the first number of his 

Liberator, with its radical manifesto of immediate and un¬ 

conditional abolition. Garrison’s paper soon became anath¬ 

ema to the South, serving as a symbol of northern radicalness 

on the slavery issue. And Garrison’s voice, united with oth¬ 

ers, also became a clarion call for converts into the antislav¬ 

ery ranks. 

Embittered by the evil of slavery, the abolitionists of the 

North proposed its immediate and absolute end, regardless 

of the consequences. Provoking a stronger defense of the in¬ 

stitution by the very intensity of their attacks, the abolition¬ 

ists hastened the decline of liberal and antislavery sentiment 

in the South. At the same time there were many persons in 
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the North who resented the way in which the abolitionists 

upset the political balance between the sections. Turning to 

mob action, people in both the North and the South at¬ 

tempted to silence, and in some cases actually martyred, the 

more unyielding critics of slavery, thus further weakening 

liberalism and the rights of free speech and a free press. The 

abolitionists were frequently accused of inciting such mob 

action in order to attract sympathy for their cause. Thus they 

may well have contributed to the decline of a liberal climate 

of opinion by the very manner in which they invoked the 

right of freedom. 

At the opposite extreme from the abolitionist view of 

slavery was the favorable picture of southern life drawn by 

proslavery spokesmen. After 1831, the romantic concept of 

plantation life became a stereotype generally accepted in the 

South, and the small minority who enjoyed its fruits was able 

to dominate the section’s thinking. Intellectually, the isola¬ 

tion of the plantation and farm fastened a conservative out¬ 

look upon large parts of the South, while at the same time 

the growing provincialism and stagnation of much of south¬ 

ern life made the section as a whole extremely sensitive to 

hostile northern criticism. The aura of romantic nationalism 

and feudal chivalry was illustrated by the Southerner’s pro¬ 

tective attitude toward white women in contrast to Negro 

women, and by his fostering of a military cult among the 

youth of the region. But underlying this romantic picture 

were such grim realities as miscegenation, illiteracy and dis¬ 

franchisement of the poor whites, and continual fear on the 

part of all whites of a servile insurrection. Even though the 

latter danger was exaggerated, revolt and rumors of revolt 

played an important part in the decline of any vestiges of 

southern liberalism on the slavery issue. And in the case of 

the poor whites, though there were signs of improvement in 

common schooling and of a greater democracy in politics by 
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the 1840’s and 1850’s, illiteracy and political disability re¬ 

mained powerful allies in the maintenance of upper-class 

control.10 

Despite the strong prejudices of the common man in the 

South against the Negro, basically it was the dominant 

planter class that enforced a conspiracy of silence in regard 

to any criticism of slavery. The great Whig planters, and an 

occasional cultivated Democrat like Joel Poinsett, were 

therefore exceptional in their attempt to exercise a tolerant, 

moderating influence on the slavery question. Aroused by 

the denunciations of their institutions in the abolitionist 

press, the leaders of the South countenanced the destruction 

of vast quantities of antislavery literature and the passage of 

legislation restricting any free discussion of the slavery issue. 

In Andrew Jackson’s second administration, the question 

of censorship in connection with slavery reached a crisis over 

the right of petition and the privilege of the mails. On both 

of these questions the Jacksonians deferred to the wishes of 

the South, and to the generally hostile feelings of the popu¬ 

lace toward the abolitionist minority. Although the latter 

frankly proposed to stir up agitation by deluging Congress 

with petitions against slavery, and through the mailing of 

antislavery tracts into the South, interference with their le¬ 

gal rights stirred the protests of many nonabolitionist lib¬ 

erals in the North. In the House of Representatives, John 

Quincy Adams led an eight-year fight against the gag rule of 

1836, which provided that all abolitionist petitions be laid 

on the table without being read. In the case of the mails, 

President Jackson approved the policy of Postmaster Gen¬ 

eral Kendall in allowing southern postmasters to refuse to 

deliver the hated antislavery literature. Going even further 

in his effort to conciliate the South, Jackson in his message 

to Congress in December 1836 advised the passage of a Fed- 



THE CURSE OF SLAVERY 107 

eral law forbidding the circulation of “incendiary publica¬ 

tions intended to instigate the slaves to insurrection.” 11 

Jackson’s evident willingness to deny the mails to aboli¬ 

tionists aroused criticism, and ultimately it was “a factor of 

some importance in building favor in the North for the abo¬ 

litionist movement.” 12 But that his action was not unpopu¬ 

lar with the mass of the people at the time was suggested by 

the wave of mob violence that was visited upon antislavery 

advocates in the thirties and early forties. This reign of mob 

law, although characteristic of many parts of the North as 

well as of the South, did not, however, result in any such 

lasting suppression of liberty there as it did in the South. 

The refusal of United States mails to abolitionist litera¬ 

ture was paralleled by similar restrictive measures adopted 

by southern states. In Virginia, to meet the menace of aboli¬ 

tionist publications, the state legislature passed in 1836 what 

has been termed “the most intolerant law that was ever 

placed on its statute books.” 13 Severe penalties were pro¬ 

vided for any abolitionist who should come into the state and 

maintain “that the owners of slaves have no property in the 

same, or advocate or advise the abolition of slavery.” Any 

person who should print or circulate literature to this 

effect would be deemed guilty of a felony, and postmas¬ 

ters and justices of the peace were given inquisitorial power 

over the mails. Other border states passed similar laws in an 

attempt to resist the tide of abolitionist propaganda. Only 

Kentucky refrained from legislation infringing freedom of 

speech or press, and there a substitute for legislation was 

found in the mob action that forced James G. Birney, Cas¬ 

sius M. Clay, and other antislavery editors to abandon their 

presses and flee the state. 

Birney, after his failure to establish an abolitionist news¬ 

paper in Kentucky, moved across the Ohio to Cincinnati, 
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where in January 1836 he founded the Philanthropist. Soon 

after the first issues began to appear, a strong local opposi¬ 

tion developed to the continuance of his paper. Southern 

feeling was intense in Cincinnati, and Birney was subjected 

to increasing threats of violence and mob action. Finally, on 

July 30, 1836, the storm of disapproval broke and a mob de¬ 

stroyed the press on which the hated Philanthropist was 

printed. Birney was forced into hiding, rvhile the populace 

vented its wrath in raiding the Negro section of the city. 

Public reaction to the events in Cincinnati varied. The South 

saw no issue involving freedom of the press, and there was 

also considerable sentiment in the North for the passage of 

state legislation to curb the freedom of the abolitionists. 

But in the midst of the controversy inspired by Birney there 

occurred the most significant of all the cases involving free¬ 

dom of the antislavery press. 

On November 5, 1837, Elijah Lovejoy was killed by a mob 

while protecting the press and shop of his newspaper in Al¬ 

ton, Illinois. Lovejoy, a graduate of Princeton Theological 

Seminary, had been forced to leave St. Louis, Missouri, be¬ 

cause of the increasing aggressiveness with which he main¬ 

tained both his antislavery opinions and the principle of a 

free press. Transferring his paper to Alton, he suffered the 

destruction of three presses before his death defending the 

fourth. The tragedy at Alton stirred the feelings of the 

North, inspiring countless sermons, editorials, and protest 

meetings. In contrast to the growing censorship practiced in 

the South, abolitionism and freedom of the press now tended 

to merge in the North into a single cause. “The long-contin¬ 

ued argument of the abolitionists that slavery would either 

engulf liberty, or freedom snuff out slavery, was beginning 

to bear fruit. To many who had condemned the abolitionists 

as radical, they were now not merely agitators for black free¬ 

dom, but defenders of traditional American rights.” 14 
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The threat to the freedom of the northern antislavery 

press, beginning with the destruction of Birney’s newspaper 

at Cincinnati and culminating in the action of the mob at 

Alton, was relatively short-lived, but it was extremely impor¬ 

tant and long-lasting in its effects upon the abolition move¬ 

ment and northern opinion. As Russell Nye has pointed out 

in his study of civil liberties and the slavery controversy, the 

death of Lovejoy and its repercussions gave the abolitionists 

“the opportunity of reaching, without fear of reprisal, a 

wider audience than before, plus the added protection of the 

right to cry ‘martyr' if expression or circulation were stopped 

or hindered.” Although the abolitionists remained in the 

minority in the North down to the outbreak of the Civil 

War, after 1840 opinion shifted in their direction, and they 

were no longer subjected to threats of mob violence or de¬ 

nied the right of free speech.15 

In the South the suppression of any semblance of free dis¬ 

cussion of slavery in the pages of the press after the middle 

of the 1830’s was paralleled by the same denial of free 

thought in other aspects of intellectual life. Although the 

section boasted that its institutions of higher learning were 

better supported and attended than those of the North, there 

was little academic freedom on any phase of the slavery issue. 

The dismissal of professors suspected of antislavery views 

and the general spirit of intolerance that prevailed could not 

help but weaken southern colleges and universities. North¬ 

ern teachers, upon whom the South was heavily dependent, 

kept silent or were forced to leave their positions. At the 

same time the South, with some success by the 1850’s, en¬ 

deavored to keep its youths from attending northern col¬ 

leges and also began to boycott textbooks written by Yankees. 

In religious life, as in education, an extreme orthodoxy was 

enforced. The liberal views and outright skepticism of the 

Jeffersonian period were succeeded by a general conserva- 
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tism among the churches. Thus the liberal Unitarians were 

reduced to three congregations in all of the South, and even 

so mildly liberal a group as the Episcopal Church lost favor 

and had only sixty thousand members on the eve of the Civil 

War. By the middle of the 1840’s the dominant churches in 

the South — the Methodist, Baptist, and Presbyterian — 

had all separated from their northern brethren, largely be¬ 

cause of a divergence of views on the compatibility of slavery 

with Christian teachings. 

Along with orthodoxy in church and school went a gen¬ 

eral intellectual conservatism that struck down any hint of 

radicalism. In contrast to the wave of reform, and the various 

fads and fancies that captured the imagination of liberal 

opinion in the North, the South set its face not only against 

most of the popular reform schemes of the era but also 

against the concept of change in any way. Progress was inter¬ 

preted along strictly conservative lines, and reform was 

equated with revolution. 

Under the leadership of John C. Calhoun, the statesmen 

and intellectuals of the South tried to work out an exposition 

of liberalism in terms of the defense of slavery. In its espousal 

of state rights, free trade, and an agricultural type of society, 

the proslavery argument, it was true, adhered to many of 

the basic tenets of Jeffersonian liberalism. But southern lib¬ 

eralism as a theory could not be squared with the practice of 

slavery, and by the time of Jefferson’s death, in 1826, the 

South was turning against the basic principles of the natural 

rights philosophy and its corollaries of liberty and equality. 

In the next decade the South stood ready to accept Calhoun’s 

argument that slavery was “a good — a positive good . . . 

the most safe and stable basis for free institutions in the 

world.” In similar fashion, Calhoun’s friend Senator James 

H. Hammond of South Carolina maintained that slavery 

was the “corner-stone” of any good republican edifice. “In 
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all social systems,” he told his colleagues in Congress, ‘‘there 

must be a class to do the menial duties, to perform the drudg¬ 

ery of life.” Such a class constituted “the very mud-sill of 

society. . . . Fortunately for the South,” he observed, “she 

has found a race adapted to that purpose to her hand . . .” 16 

In the 1850’s two of the first treatises on sociology pub¬ 

lished in the United States, each written by a Southerner, 

defended the slavery system and contrasted it favorably with 

a free society. George Fitzhugh, in his Sociology for the 

South, or the Failure of Free Society, argued that personal 

liberty and freedom were synonymous with barbarism. A 

free society was impractical because of the threat of a labor 

surplus and of revolution. In a later work, entitled Cannibals 

All! or. Slaves Without Masters, Fitzhugh maintained that 

democracy and liberty were alike antagonistic to civilization. 

Liberty encouraged the weak to rise up and overthrow the 

strong, while democracy offered equality to all. Denouncing 

what he termed the laissez-faire, white-slave society of the 

North and of England, Fitzhugh called upon the South to 

preserve Negro slavery and government based on force. In 

a work similar to Fitzhugh’s, Henry Hughes announced his 

intention of expressing some of the views of the southern 

people on slavery. Conceiving of perfection in terms of an 

authoritarian, socialist order, Hughes criticized the confu¬ 

sion inherent in a free society. In contrast, he depicted a fu¬ 

ture utopia for the South under a system that he called, not 

slavery but “warranteeism with the ethnical qualifica¬ 

tion.” 17 

But it was Calhoun, to a greater extent than any other an¬ 

tebellum statesman or thinker, who attempted to reconcile 

a liberal philosophy with the defense of slavery. A realist in 

his views on politics and economics, Calhoun had no pa¬ 

tience with the classic liberalism of Jefferson or the romantic 

liberalism exemplified in the revolutions of 1848 in Central 
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Europe. Essentially he tried to erect a structure that would 

safeguard the slave aristocracy of the South and ensure its 

voice within the Federal government. Evolving his doctrine 

of the concurrent majority, a scheme by which controversial 

measures would have to receive a geographical as well as a 

numerical majority before becoming law, Calhoun came to 

grips with the problem of minority rights and majority rule. 

There is a wide gap between the evaluation of Calhoun 

as “the Marx of the Master Class” and the judgment that 

Thoreau and Calhoun were the two outstanding defenders 

of the free individual against the all-pervasive interests of 

the national state. Despite his repudiation of the Jeffersonian 

heritage and his ardent defense of the interests of the slav- 

ocracy, Calhoun in contrast to most of his contemporaries 

sensed the danger to liberalism inherent in the power of the 

Jacksonian majority, and in the nationalizing tendency of 

manifest destiny. Bold and imaginative though he was in 

his solution of the concurrent majority, Calhoun’s flaw lay 

in his associating his principle of minority rights with the 

illiberal cause of slavery.18 

The conservatism of the South was in many ways a natural 

phenomenon in a people intent on the preservation of their 

institutions and way of life against what they regarded as out¬ 

side criticism and attack. But defense alone was unsatisfac¬ 

tory. As Calhoun and the other southern leaders realized, 

the South could maintain its slave system only if it was al¬ 

lowed to grow. To deny the positive good, and need for ex¬ 

pansion, of slavery was to acquiesce in its eventual dissolu¬ 

tion by gradual emancipation.19 Ultimately, therefore, the 

existence of slavery within the framework of a liberal society 

was impossible. Calhoun and the later generation of south¬ 

ern leaders accordingly were forced to abandon, one by one, 

the postulates of an earlier southern liberalism, embracing 
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in their place a militant and aggressive proslavery philoso¬ 

phy. 

Tragic enough for the South, slavery worked a further 

tragedy in that the North also was not immune to its illiberal 

influences. The evils of slavery were a part of the institution 

and not any special attribute of the southern people. In the 

North slavery was more vulnerable to attack, but there as 

well as in the South the Negro was subject to exploitation. 

In the treatment of the free Negro, for example, the harsh 

restrictions imposed by the South after 1830 were almost 

being matched in some parts of the North by the ] 850’s. Uni¬ 

versally discriminated against, and regarded as inferior be¬ 

ings, the free Negroes were allowed to vote only in Massa¬ 

chusetts, Maine, and New Hampshire, while Illinois and 

Iowa forbade even their entry into the state. In the words of 

Allan Nevins, “Nothing better illustrated the impasse 

reached by the country than the harsh and increasingly 

harsher lot of the free Negro; a lot darkest in the South, but 

sad enough throughout the North.” 20 

Other minority groups in the North also suffered the at¬ 

tacks of bigotry and occasional mob violence because they 

did not express or accept the majority point of view — the 

waves of nativist uprising against immigrants and Catholics 

being conspicuous instances of such mass prejudice. But, 

except in the case of the Negro, and especially the Negro 

slave, there was little in the way of official, legal discrimina¬ 

tion in the United States. Inequality, after all, as a contem¬ 

porary student of free institutions sagely observed in 1848, 

was no r^son for disbelieving in “the maxim that all men 

are equal.” 

First. Because to teach and to act upon it is the only way of 

attaining equality, to the extent to which it is actually attained. 
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Second. Because it is not in the power of government to make 

anything like an accurate discrimination between the inequali¬ 

ties of different men.21 

By the 1850’s, despite its refusal to accord equality to the 

Negro, the North was becoming alive to the slavery issue. 

The passage of the Compromise of 1850, with its hated pro¬ 

vision of a stronger Fugitive Slave Law, made converts to 

the abolitionist cause. The denial of a jury trial to the al¬ 

leged fugitive slave obviously weighted the scales of justice 

against him. And in other ways as well, the law aroused the 

antislavery feelings of the North and touched the con¬ 

sciences of men who had hitherto dismissed the abolitionists 

as visionary radicals. The mob violence in the North that 

had once been directed against this unpopular minority 

now turned its power to freeing fugitive slaves from the 

reaches of the law. Emerson, the serene philosopher, who 

had been reluctant to give himself over wholly to any reform 

movement, enlisted in the antislavery crusade along with 

such Massachusetts extremists as Theodore Parker and 

Thomas Wentworth Higginson. And in 1859, Emerson’s 

transcendental partner, Henry Thoreau, became the first 

public defender of John Brown following his raid on Har¬ 

pers Ferry. 

Although the abolitionist and antislavery forces of the 

North were able to relate in dramatic fashion the cause of 

freedom for the Negro to the entire cause of freedom and of 

civil liberty, the North too shared in the guilt of what had 

become a national problem. The liberalism of the North on 

the slavery question first became suspect when it mobbed 

the abolitionists, thereby helping to provoke further radical¬ 

ism and a weakening of toleration and moderate measures. 

And, secondly, the sincerity of the North could legitimately 

be called into question when it attacked slavery in the South 
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while it discriminated against the free Negro in the North. 

In their all-important goal the abolitionists were of course 

to be successful, though only after a tremendous civil strug¬ 

gle. Always a small minority until the final freeing of the 

Negroes in the course of the Civil War, the abolitionists by 

the close of the 1850’s had nevertheless won the northern 

population to an acceptance of the wrong of slavery. Al¬ 

though the primary purpose of the North in the secession 

crisis of 1861 was to preserve the Union on terms advanta¬ 

geous to free society, the antislavery cause was a powerful 

moral bulwark to the northern cause throughout the four 

long years of bitter fighting. And yet, in almost all other re¬ 

spects, the Civil War was to occasion a setback for traditional 

liberal values. 



8 

An American Tragedy 

The roar of the guns opening fire on Fort Sumter in the 

early morning hours of April 12, 1861, drowned out the 

voices of conciliation and moderation in the United States. 

The long and bitter sectional struggle between North and 

South had finally reached the point of violence, and the 

American experiment in united self-government was threat¬ 

ened with dissolution. Also challenged by the prospect of war 

were many of the values and ideals associated with tradi¬ 

tional liberalism in the United States. It is true that any war, 

even one fought over some great moral principle, involves 

the use of methods essentially illiberal; for the very substance 

of liberalism — its emphasis on reason, on toleration and 

respect for individual and minority rights, and on progress 

by evolution instead of revolution — is bound to suffer in 

wartime. But this incompatibility of war and liberalism be¬ 

comes even more true in the case of a vast internal conflict 

such as the American Civil War. All this, obvious enough in 

retrospect, was no answer to the problems for which the pre- 

Civil War generation vainly sought a solution. 

Perhaps it was too much to expect that statesmanship 

could prevent a call to arms in a nation so badly torn and 

divided. Each succeeding event of the fifties had served only 

to strengthen the hand of the radicals on both sides of the 

Mason-Dixon line. Cultural and economic cleavages were 

paralleled by the breakup of the two national parties — first 

1 l6 
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the Whigs and then, in i860, the Democrats. Meanwhile, in 

the South the search for some drastic solution was encour¬ 

aged by a sense of impending defeat in a lost cause. Southern 

extremists therefore were able to argue the advantages of 

attempting secession and southern patriots could feel that in 

the struggle to achieve a more glorious southern nationalism 

they were fighting for liberty and independence. The south¬ 

ern radicals, combining in a curious way the defeatism of the 

older state rights argument with the new vision of an ex¬ 

panding southern nation, were thus able to prevail against 

the moderate and liberal opinion which stood out against 

withdrawal from the Union. 

As a section the South was a minority within the United 

States. In its adherence to Negro slavery it ran counter to the 

weight of enlightened world opinion, while its plantation 

economy was in conflict with the realities of an expanding 

northern industrialism. Unless the South could somehow 

preserve its isolated agrarian economy and outmoded social 

institution, its cause was indeed doomed. But the minority 

position of the South, so clearly apparent to us today, was 

only beginning to be perceived by the 1850’s. The fruits of 

manifest destiny, exemplified in the territories gained from 

the Mexican War, were less bountiful than the South had 

expected. Meanwhile, California had come into the Union 

as a free state and, despite the rearguard action fought by the 

South in Kansas, it seemed probable that virtually all of the 

national domain would become free territory in which slav¬ 

ery would be excluded by climate and geography, if not by 

statute. At the same time the new railroad trunk lines, con¬ 

stantly being pushed to the west, were tying the Upper Mis¬ 

sissippi Valley securely to the North. Moreover, in 1850, for 

the first time, the value of manufactured goods had exceeded 

the output of agriculture. This triumph of northern indus¬ 

trialism, despite all the cries of “Cotton Is King,” meant that 
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the political and economic demands of the North, as well as 

of the West, would have to be given greater recognition than 

they had hitherto received from the pro-southern Demo¬ 

cratic administrations of Presidents Pierce and Buchanan. 

While the South was embracing secession as a desperate 

means of overcoming its minority status, and the probable 

ensuing demise of the slavery system, the North was showing 

signs of a growing and restive self-confidence. Although the 

Republican party avoided the extremism of the abolitionists 

on the slavery issue, its stand against the further extension of 

slavery in the territories admitted of no real compromise or 

reconciliation with the South. In the election campaign of 

i860, the Republican party under Lincoln made antislavery 

views, for the first time in American history, both respectable 

and popular. Moreover, the fact that the now victorious Re¬ 

publicans would hold national power and therefore be in a 

position to satisfy northern desires in economic legislation 

as well as in the matter of the extension of slavery indicated a 

greater potential threat to the South than all the agitation of 

a generation of abolitionists. 

Although Lincoln’s election thus signified the eventual 

triumph of the northern point of view in regard to slavery, a 

protective tariff, homestead legislation, and other measures, 

northern opinion was by no means united in favor of a policy 

entailing the coercion of the seceding states of the lower 

South. Until Sumter, compromise and peace sentiment pre¬ 

vailed throughout the North, and Lincoln in his first inaugu¬ 

ral address was careful to avoid giving offense to the south¬ 

ern people. In general, however, though there was a strong 

desire in the North and in the border states for some peace¬ 

ful solution to the problems of secession and the extension 

of slavery, neither the Republican party nor the secessionists 

were willing to retreat or compromise on these issues. This 

essentially radical inflexibility on both sides encouraged the 
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outbreak of hostilities, which came with the firing on Fort 

Sumter. While the states of the upper South now joined the 

Confederacy, the northern states collected their resources 

and prepared to undertake the grave task of preserving the 

Union. 

Among the ironies of the struggle to maintain the Amer¬ 

ican Union was the fact that nothing seemed to effect so great 

a transformation in the fundamental character of that Union 

as did the Civil War. The question arises, of course, as to 

what extent the Civil War should be interpreted as the fun¬ 

damental cause of the changes that came over American life 

during the war and postwar periods. The Beards, for ex¬ 

ample, in their interpretation of the war as a “Second Amer¬ 

ican Revolution,” have been accused of attributing too 

much to the war’s influence. Seeing in such a thesis a nostal¬ 

gic preference for the agrarian ways of antebellum society, in 

contrast to the new postwar industrialism, some critics have 

argued that the war only accelerated a tendency already well 

marked. The growing industrialization of the United States, 

they point out, was, after all, irrevocable. But in either 

event, whether it was a fundamental cause or only an accel¬ 

eration of the inevitable, the Civil War nevertheless played 

a vital role in the course of American liberalism. 

In a broad sense, the Civil War was an expression of a de¬ 

cline in liberalism that was already taking place to the ac¬ 

companiment of the spread of slavery, the expansion of the 

country westward, and the rise of the common man. The war 

thus was merely continuing and bringing to fruition trends 

in being since 1830. Yet it was also true that it was the war 

primarily that shattered all hope of peaceful change — “the 

first major interruption in the process of material and social 

reconstruction with which the Americans had been occupied 

since the founding of the first colonies.” 1 The reform move¬ 

ments of the era from Jackson to Lincoln and the literary 
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activity of the late 1840’s and early 1850’s were equally cut 

off by the war and the concentration on the slavery issue that 

had preceded hostilities. Thus, before the Civil War resulted 

in the liberation of a single slave it first dealt a powerful blow 

to many of the prized attributes of liberalism in the United 

States. 

The subordination of virtually all reform efforts and lib¬ 

eral endeavors to the one great cause of the eradication of the 

slavery evil created an uneasy feeling among many of the 

idealistic crusaders of the era. Pacifists, in particular, were 

upset by the prospect of actual warfare between the states. 

More than any other single group of liberals, the adherents 

of the peace movement were faced by a conflict of loyalties 

between their abolitionism and patriotism and their rejec¬ 

tion of the means of war. United States Senator Charles 

Sumner of Massachusetts, who had spoken out against the 

Mexican War in vigorous fashion, and who had belatedly 

worked for peace and reconciliation in the last days before 

the attack on Fort Sumter, voiced the doubts of many of 

those who hated both war and slavery. In an interesting 

letter to Richard Cobden, the English liberal and pacifist, 

Sumner tried to justify his course of action. Agreeing with 

Cobden that he would never “have counseled a war for 

emancipation,” Sumner argued that he could nevertheless 

“not surrender to slavery.” The chance of peaceful secession 

had been lost, and now Sumner felt that the North had no 

choice but to prosecute the war. “This is sad enough to me!” 

he wrote. 

It costs me a pang to give up early visions, and to see my 

country filled with armies, while the military spirit prevails 

everywhere. Everywhere soldiers come forward for offices of all 

kinds, from the presidency to the post of constable; and this 

will be the case from this time during my life.2 
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Wendell Phillips, the stanch abolitionist orator and 

agitator, was assailed by similar doubts and misgivings. Orig¬ 

inally in favor of letting the South depart in peace, he, how¬ 

ever, soon came to accept the war as necessary. 

The war is better than the past, but there is not an element 

of good in it. I mean, there is nothing in it which we might 

not have gotten better, fuller, and more perfectly in other 

ways. . . . 

Neither will I remind you that, when we go out of this war, 

we go out with an immense disbanded army, an intense mili¬ 

tary spirit embodied in two thirds of a million of soldiers, the 

fruitful, the inevitable source of fresh debts and new wars.3 

Phillips, alarmed over Lincoln’s suspension of the writ of 

habeas corpus, warned his lecture audience that “We live 

to-day, every one of us, under martial law.” Though he pre¬ 

ferred what he called the despotism of Washington to that 

of Richmond, he concluded sadly that the United States was 

“tending toward that strong government which frightened 

Jefferson; toward that unlimited debt, that endless army.” 

Phillips’s typically abolitionist solution for these problems 

was for the North to free the slaves, organize them to aid the 

Union, and thus bring about a speedy conclusion to the 

war.4 

Although a minority of the believers in peace held fast to 

its pacifism, for most the prospect that the Civil War might 

fulfill their long-felt hopes for the abolition of slavery proved 

too strong to resist. Also carried away by the war spirit was a 

majority of the literary and professional people of the coun¬ 

try. Seeing in the war a great moral crusade to preserve the 

Union and free the slaves, quiet intellectuals, liberal phi¬ 

losophers, and leading churchmen became suddenly belli¬ 

cose. The clergy and the churches with few exceptions saw 

the war, once it had begun, as a holy crusade against the 
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Southland. “Peace will do for angels,” declared the Rever¬ 

end Horace Bushnell, “but war is God’s ordinance for sin¬ 

ners.” 6 Even those with an ingrained dislike of the war and 

its militarizing effects could not escape the new martial air. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, describing a visit to wartime Wash¬ 

ington, complained bitterly of the ever-present numbers of 

soldiers and the prospect that “One bullet-headed general 

will succeed another in the Presidential chair . . .” But 

Hawthorne also wrote that the atmosphere of the camp and 

the smoke of the battlefield were morally invigorating, caus¬ 

ing the more enervating effects of civilization to vanish 

away.6 

Much of the spirit of new nationalism generated in the 

North by the great civil struggle between the states wTas cele¬ 

brated in poetry and song. Emerson, Lowell, Whitman, and 

others caught the finer side of the war and helped perpetuate 

its memory in epic terms. Whitman, in particular, discour¬ 

aged by the political and economic temper of the fifties, saw 

in the Civil War a great surge of idealistic nationalism. 

Deeply concerned over the suffering of his fellow men in 

wartime, Whitman was nevertheless confident that the fight¬ 

ing would be a step toward the achievement of a more thor¬ 

ough popular democracy. In general, it is this heroic picture 

of the Civil War that has come down in history, but there 

was also a side of the war that can be painted in darker hues. 

Along with the terrible destruction of life and property suf¬ 

fered in four long years of fighting went tremendous changes 

in American life and thought, especially a decline in liberal¬ 

ism on all questions save that of slavery. As every cause 

yielded to the demands of the war and the drive for victory, 

the way was opened for the loss of civil liberties in wartime 

and for the conservative reaction of the postwar years. 

Thus “the fierce storm of war” was to pose a dilemma for 

many of the liberal idealists who responded to “the battle 
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cry of freedom.” Emerson, the calm transcendental philoso¬ 

pher of the prewar years, was a conspicuous example of their 

plight. Long a man of peace who had hoped that war would 

someday be abolished, Emerson, however, readily joined his 

fellow citizens in the struggle to preserve the Union and free 

the slaves. Occasionally troubled by some of the madness of 

the war years, Emerson, like Whitman, nevertheless hoped 

and believed that the conflict would free the nation from an 

excessive reliance on a crude materialism and infuse it with 

a new ethical and idealistic purpose. Giving patriotic ad¬ 

dresses across the country, he won new respect and social 

prestige during the war, but he also yielded his real occupa¬ 

tion as a thinker. ‘‘He had had to retreat too far from his 

prized position as a philosophical observer.” At the end of 

the war, therefore, he found it hard to get the poison of hate 

out of his system. In the words of his most scholarly biog¬ 

rapher, ‘‘His thinking did not thrive so well as before. He no 

longer enjoyed a sphere of almost limitless intellectual lib¬ 

erty. For him the idea of liberty had become too much con¬ 

stricted in the symbol of the manumitted slave. It was hard 

even for so puissant a liberal as Emerson to free himself from 

the narrowing boundaries of his postwar world.” 7 

It was unfortunate that the Civil War, in which both sides 

avowed that they were fighting for freedom and democracy, 

should have resulted in such widespread violation of funda¬ 

mental civil liberties. Partly this was a result of the bitter¬ 

ness of a conflict in which families were divided and in which 

brother fought brother. But, even more, it was due to the 

fact that the Civil War was the first modern total war — a 

conflict fought to the point of exhaustion which embraces 

most of the energies of the participants. Thus, although nei¬ 

ther Lincoln nor Jefferson Davis aspired to become a dicta¬ 

tor in the twentieth-century sense of the term, before the 

close of their long struggle the governments of both the 
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North and the South verged closely upon military despot¬ 

isms. 
At the outset of the Civil War the United States, despite a 

degree of martial ardor displayed on earlier occasions in its 

history, was hardly a militarist nation. Yet, in the course of 

the four years of grim fighting the ideal of a liberal and anti¬ 

militarist democracy was often undermined. The Anglo- 

Saxon heritage, which emphasized the rule of law and held 

the military in strict subserviency to the civil power, was 

challenged by the argument that the Constitution no longer 

operated and that “military necessity knows no law.” Also 

posing a threat to liberalism was Lincoln’s assumption that 

the war was a rebellion that should be put down by the ex¬ 

clusive authority of the President. Accordingly, without 

summoning Congress into special session, he issued an ex¬ 

ecutive proclamation calling for volunteers and, in violation 

of the Constitution, directed an increase in the size of the 
regular army. 

Faced with a tremendous civil upheaval, the Lincoln 

administration was from the first embarrassed and harassed 

by the large number of active and vocal proponents of the 

cause of the Confederacy, as well as by a sizable loyal opposi¬ 

tion that questioned the efficacy of various Republican war 

measures. In theory, the war might have been expected to 

lead to an attempt at prosecuting certain individuals for 

treason, but actually little use was made of the treason clause 

of the Constitution. Instead, the Republican party leaders, 

anxious to curb dissenting opinion as well as outright dis¬ 

loyalty, went beyond the lawful prosecution in the courts of 

actual cases of treasonable activities. Through a policy of 

arbitrary arrests made possible by Lincoln’s suspension of 

the writ of habeas corpus, persons were seized and confined 

on the suspicion of disloyalty or of sympathy with the south¬ 

ern cause. Thus, in the course of the Civil War, a total of 
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thirteen thousand civilians was estimated to have been held 

as political prisoners, often without any sort of trial or after 

only cursory hearings before a military tribunal.8 

In his exercise of extraordinary war powers Lincoln was 

for the most part modest and circumspect, but the policy of 

arbitrary military arrest was nevertheless allowed to con¬ 

tinue throughout the war. Among the many caught in the 

administration dragnet, the best known was the antiwar 

Democrat Clement L. Vallandigham. Labeled a Copper¬ 

head, Vallandigham spoke out vigorously in denunciation 

of the military dictatorship of Lincoln, combining his at¬ 

tacks with a plea for a “VIGOROUS PROSECUTION OF 

PEACE FOR THE UNION.” 9 During the war, the effort 

of Vallandigham and others to secure Supreme Court pro¬ 

tection and redress from the decisions of the military com¬ 

missions was unsuccessful. But in 1866, after the war was 

over, the Supreme Court, in the somewhat similar Milligan 

case, passed upon the power of military commissions to try 

civilians in areas, not in the immediate vicinity of the war, 

where the civil courts were still functioning. In its decision 

the Court declared that “Martial rule can never exist where 

the courts are open and in the proper and unobstructed ex¬ 

ercise of their jurisdiction.” Nor could martial law be in¬ 

voked in the case of threatened invasion, but “The necessity 

must be actual and present; the invasion real, such as effec¬ 

tually closes the courts and deposes the civil administra¬ 

tion.” 10 

The arbitrary arrest and imprisonment of civilians by the 

military and executive departments of the government was 

the chief violation of civil liberties during the Civil War, 

but the rights of individuals were also invaded in other ways. 

In the South, the Northern Confiscation Acts resulted in the 

seizure of private property on the ground that it was being 

used to aid the cause of the Confederacy. Thus, for the first 
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time in modern history, war was officially waged against in¬ 

dividual citizens, an illiberal tactic destined to become a 

commonplace of total warfare. In the matter of a free press 

there was some suppression of newspapers and considerable 

censorship of individual correspondents by denying them 

the use of telegraph lines controlled by the military. The 

latter exercise of governmental authority was justified by the 

war power, but the assault on antiadministration newspapers 

bore the mark of political reprisal and oppression. Mean¬ 

while, the schools also were invaded by wartime hysteria, and 

there were instances of teachers dismissed or being forced to 

resign for alleged disloyalty or because of a lack of what was 

deemed a proper enthusiasm for the northern cause.11 

Exceeding all other measures in its effect on the individ¬ 

ual citizen was military conscription, put into practice on a 

large scale for the first time in American history during the 

Civil War. Although defended as a just and necessary exer¬ 

cise of the war power, the imposition of compulsory military 

service, first by the South and later by the North, was much 

assailed as infringing upon the liberties of the individual. In 

the Confederacy, Vice-President Alexander H. Stephens, a 

liberal of the state rights school, was a particularly bitter op¬ 

ponent of conscription. Stephens never accepted the argu¬ 

ment that a conscription law was necessary to save the South 

nor changed his conviction that it had any other purpose 

than to give the government greater control over its own 

citizens. If the measure was actually imperative, then Ste¬ 

phens believed that the true goal of the war for the South was 

lost and the whole struggle would be better given up, be¬ 

cause conscripts “never have been, and never will be the 

means of establishing Free Institutions or maintaining 

them.” 12 

In the North, the draft laws served the same nationalistic 

purpose of transferring control over recruiting from the 
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states to the Federal government. Although only a limited 

success from the military standpoint, the Conscription Acts 

of the North — providing the first systematic, long-term 

military draft in American history — were significant in en¬ 

couraging the idea that the rights of the individual should be 

subordinated to the needs of the state. Conscription also fur¬ 

nished a basis for further criticism of the Lincoln adminis¬ 

tration and its conduct of the war. In contrast to the arbitrary 

arrests or the censorship and suppression of news, the draft 

law affected virtually every American household. Going far 

beyond the degree of compulsion exacted in theory by the 

state militia laws, the national conscription act was without 

precedent in the annals of either the United States or Great 

Britain. James Ford Rhodes, in his account of the wide¬ 

spread Civil War draft opposition, expressed doubt that so 

untraditional a course enjoyed the support of American 

public opinion. Horace Greeley, the famous editor of the 

New York Tribune, complained to Secretary of War Stan¬ 

ton: 

It is folly to close our eyes to the signs of the times. The peo¬ 

ple have been educated to the idea of individual sovereignty, 

& the principle of conscription is repugnant to their feelings 

and cannot be carried out except at great peril to the free 

States. . . . 
Drafting is an anomaly in a free State; it oppresses the masses. 

Like imprisonment for debt ... it must and will be reformed 

out of our systems of political economy.13 

Conscription and the violation of civil liberties were only 

two of the more obvious instances in which traditional lib¬ 

eralism yielded to the wartime forces of nationalism and 

militarism. In a variety of other and lesser ways, the war also 

threatened the spirit of liberalism. Although the govern¬ 

ments attempted little in the way of direct censorship or 
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propaganda, such agencies as the Loyal Publication Societies 

and the Union Leagues stirred popular enthusiasm for the 

cause of the Union. A whole generation grew up to the 

sound of marching feet and was educated in an atmosphere 

of heightened nationalism. Military education flourished for 

the first time outside the South, and the Morrill Act, passed 

in the heat of war, laid the basis for Federal support of such 

training in the land-grant colleges. Finally, there was the 

tremendous impact that the thousands of officers and men 

who had served in the war would exert upon peacetime so¬ 

ciety in the years to come. Although not militaristic in a 

European sense, the Civil War veteran had to some extent 

lost his individuality and become institutionalized. The 

carry-over of the war experience was also illustrated by the 

founding of the Grand Army of the Republic. Stimulated 

by this pressure group, which they had helped to establish, 

a host of ambitious Republican politicians would be able to 

refight the Civil War in their election campaigns. 

In economic matters the war also occasioned a tremendous 

expansion of the role of the Federal government. Along with 

the obvious part played by official Washington in contract¬ 

ing for the purchase of army supplies there was the impor¬ 

tant financial legislation passed by the new Republican ad¬ 

ministration. In place of the low duties current in the era 

from Jackson to Lincoln, the Republican Congress returned 

to the Whig theory of a protective tariff for American manu¬ 

facturers. At the same time the business and agricultural 

interests of the West were rewarded for their support of the 

party by the passage of a homestead law, and by the granting 

of Federal lands and funds for railroad building. Labor also 

felt the force of government intervention as a result of official 

encouragement of the wave of immigration that poured into 

the United States to fill wartime jobs and join in the west¬ 

ward movement. Even more alarming to American workers 
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was the use of the Civil War army to suppress labor disturb¬ 

ances.14 Finally, the position of the Federal government as 

against the individual or the separate states was strengthened 

by such wartime legislation as the National Bank Act, an 

unprecedented income tax, and a variety of excise taxes 

which were the equivalent almost of a univeral sales tax. 

The requirements of the armies and Republican policies 

favorable to business combined to make the war years great 

in economic progress and consolidation. This was particu¬ 

larly true of the railroads, which were able to integrate 

smaller systems into the long trunk lines extending west. 

But other industries also enjoyed a boom, with new mass 

production techniques and processes being developed to 

meet inflated wartime needs. Later, in the postwar period, it 

would be forgotten that many of the national problems asso¬ 

ciated with the rise of big business and monopoly had had 

their origins in this earlier era of expansion and consolida¬ 

tion during the Civil War. 

A growing nationalism and centralization, accompanied 

by a diminishing liberalism and individualism, was one of 

the important results of the Civil War. It was not surprising, 

however, that such a tremendous struggle should have a 

revolutionary impact upon American life. In the South, 

even more than the North, the war had wrought an upheaval. 

There the abolition of slavery and the destruction of the 

social system and economy of the antebellum period were 

prime examples of the war’s more direct effects. In the 

North, on the other hand, people could rejoice that the 

major ends of the war had been served, even if at a heavy 

cost and at the expense of many of the values of traditional 

liberalism. In the words of a later historian: 

The heirs of the Jeffersonian tradition and the surviving fol¬ 

lowers of Jackson were compelled to work for the victory of the 
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North in order that slavery might be abolished; yet in the final 

outcome that victory meant the triumph of Hamiltonian eco¬ 

nomics and, in large measure, the destruction of the agrarian way 

of life upon which American democracy had been founded.15 

Vernon L. Parrington in his interpretation of the war was 

even more gloomy. Along with the abolition of slavery in the 

lost cause of the South went the defeat of “the old ideal of 

decentralized democracies, of individual liberty; and with 

the overthrow of the traditional principles in their last ref¬ 

uge, the nation hurried along the path of an unquestioning 

and uncritical consolidation, that was to throw the coercive 

powers of a centralizing state into the hands of the new in¬ 

dustrialism.” 16 

Still celebrated as the great American epic, with a vast lit¬ 

erature devoted to portraying its more heroic aspects, the 

Civil War is also the supreme American tragedy. This was 

obviously so for the South. To the failure of its bid for in¬ 

dependence were added all the economic losses and psycho¬ 

logical indignities that are the customary but nonetheless 

bitter fruits of military defeat. However, the downfall of the 

lost cause was not the real tragedy of the Civil War, for the 

South in its perfervid defense of slavery had long since ceased 

to be the champion of liberalism. The essential tragedy of 

the Civil War was rather the failure of free society in the 

North to follow up the liberal ends implied by its wartime 

goals of the preservation of the Union and the abolition of 

slavery. In the aftermath of the fighting, both of these goals 

were diverted to crasser purposes. Thus, the saving of the 

Union made possible a degree of integral nationalism incon¬ 

ceivable in the older federalized United States. And this new 

nationalism, involving a frank repudiation of a former 

American liberalism, was to become synonymous with the 

crude materialism and selfish exploitation of the postwar 

Gilded Age. 



9 

New Nationalism and New South 

With the close of the Civil War, North and South alike 

turned to the necessary task of reconstruction. In both a 

material and a spiritual sense the nation had to be reconsti¬ 

tuted. Unfortunately, the statesmen and leaders of the 

North, who had the major political responsibility of recon¬ 

struction, felt called upon to adopt a vindictive program that 

was hardly in keeping with Lincoln’s injunction of “malice 

toward none; with charity for all.” 

Just as the opening of the war had silenced those who con¬ 

tinued to urge moderation and compromise, so the four long 

years of hard fighting made difficult a return to a policy of 

toleration and reconciliation. Lincoln’s own reported advice 

in his last cabinet meeting — “We must extinguish our re¬ 

sentment if we expect harmony and union — ” 1 was ig¬ 

nored as the Radical Republicans of the North proceeded 

with their calculated program for the subjugation of the 

South. In this beleaguered land, now governed as a con¬ 

quered province, there was small hope that a long-discarded, 

native liberalism could be revived. The extremist course of 

the Civil War appeared to have achieved its logical reward, 

but the results were hardly those envisaged by either the 

secessionists of the South or the abolitionists of the North. 

The fate of the abolitionists’ great accomplishment in 

helping to end slavery provides an instructive example of 

the way in which a noble cause can be subjected to distortion 

»3‘ 
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and decline. As Vernon L. Parrington pointed out, the 

abolitionists were the type of militant and single-minded 

reformers who, by “marshaling the discontent of their gen¬ 

eration, sometimes do succeed in removing mountains; but 

unfortunately they leave a great scar, and the debris litters 

the whole countryside. Other mountains may even arise from 

the waste of the leveling.” Thus, after emancipation came the 

Fourteenth Amendment, opening the way for the triumph 

of nationalism and big business under the gospel of the due 

process clause. The Civil War was succeeded by the Gilded 

Age, and the postwar era presently took on the nature of a 

great political barbecue, with Republicans waving the 

bloody shirt and bestowing favors on the business commu¬ 

nity. Parrington, with these results in mind, was moved to 

the cynical comment: 

The devil understands the ways of the world too well to be¬ 

come discouraged at a temporary set-back, for if righteousness 

succeed in breaking the bonds that bind a generation, he knows 

that the market place carries an ample stock of new cords to re¬ 

place those that are broken.2 

The emancipation of the Negro, promulgated originally 

as a means of helping to win the war, continued to serve ul¬ 

terior ends during the years of peace. The question, of 

course, no longer involved slavery. As James Russell Lowell 

explained in 1865, “We take it for granted at the outset, that 

the mind of the country is made up as to making no terms 

with slavery in any way, large or limited, open or covert.” 

But, he added, if the Negro received his freedom, “Must we 

not make them voters also, that they may have the power of 

self protection . . . ?” 3 Lowell and many others in the 

North believed that the Negro must have the vote if he was 

to secure an education plus simple economic and social jus- 
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tice. Admittedly, the mass of Negro freedmen were not ready 

for the suffrage, but in a democracy an excluded class with¬ 

out political rights became a discontented element subject 

to exploitation and dangerous to the community. This di¬ 

lemma had been pointed out very clearly more than a decade 

before the Civil War by Frederick Grimke, a distinguished 

nonabolitionist member of the famous antislavery family. 

Whether or not the Negroes were an inferior race, Grimke 

believed their long years of bondage had made them un¬ 

ready to exercise the privilege of the suffrage. Granting this, 

would it be possible, he asked, to give them their freedom 

and at the same time deny them their equal rights under the 

Constitution? 

How could we refuse to impart the benefit of those institu¬ 

tions, whose existence is the very thing which has suggested the 

change. And yet on the other hand, how could we consent to com¬ 

mit violence upon those institutions, by placing them in the 

power of a race who have no comprehension of their uses.4 

The disastrous effects of universal emancipation, Grimke 

predicted in 1848, would not come immediately. Eventually, 

however, the free Negro would be reduced to a status not 

far removed from that of slavery. 

Ideally, either a system of gradual emancipation or of 

immediate abolition in a spirit of self-sacrifice and genuine 

idealism by the people of the North as well as the South 

would have been preferable to freedom as a result of a bitter 

Civil War. In any case, a meaningful freedom would have 

required extensive economic aid and education to enable the 

Negro to eradicate the blight of slavery and take his place on 

equal terms with the white man. The more sincere among 

the Radical Republicans probably had in mind just such 

needs with their proposals of a land distribution in the 
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South and economic benefits and education through the 

Freedmen’s Bureau. But the Bureau’s aid was susceptible of 

political abuse and was liable to the danger of encouraging 

the freedman to believe that he was a privileged ward of the 

Federal government. At the same time the attempt to solve 

the South’s problems by the political means of the Four¬ 

teenth and Fifteenth Amendments, extending civil rights 

and the suffrage to the Negro freedmen, was as fruitless as it 

would have been superfluous had the intent of the Thir¬ 

teenth Amendment been honestly carried out. Unfortu¬ 

nately, however, while the South sought to minimize the 

effect of Negro freedom, the North was not unselfish in its 

demand of full civil rights and equality for the Negro. 

A possible compromise in this matter would have been to 

grant the suffrage only to educated Negroes. This solution 

was advocated by President Johnson and had the support of 

E. L. Godkin, editor of the Nation. But a moderate or liberal 

program for the South and for the Negro was not desired 

by the Radical Republicans, who needed a sizable and im¬ 

mediate Negro vote if they were to stay in power. Charles 

Sumner, Republican senator from Massachusetts, and a 

stanch advocate of the Negro freedman’s rights, explained 

the practical political situation facing his party. In a letter 

to his friend John Bright, the English liberal, Sumner ad¬ 

mitted frankly: 

Without the colored vote the white Unionists would have 

been left in the hands of the rebels; loyal governments could not 

be organized. The colored vote was a necessity; this I saw at the 

beginning, and insisted pertinaciously that it should be secured. 

It was on this ground, rather than principle, that I relied most; 

but the argument of principle was like a reinforcement.6 

In the long run it was certainly open to question whether 

the Radical program, even when sincerely motivated by a 
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concern for his welfare, actually benefited the Negro. Exam¬ 

ining it in the context of the other Radical Republican 

measures, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that the 

rights of all individuals and groups were regarded as inferior 

to the overriding demands of a victorious nationalism and 

statism. Friends of the freedmen believed that the national 

government had to take over many of the powers hitherto 

exercised by the states in order to enable the Negro to enjoy 

the advantages of emancipation. But the Republican party 

also favored a stronger national government in order to fore¬ 

stall the return of the South and the Democrats to the seats 

of political authority. If the southern states were allowed to 

rejoin the Union without the restraints imposed by the new 

amendments to the Constitution, what was to prevent them 

from disfranchising the freedmen, joining hands with the 

Democrats of the North, and overthrowing the Republican 

saviors of the nation? 

The enlarged scope of the powers of the Federal govern¬ 

ment was reflected in the political theory of the generation 

after the Civil War. The remnants of the older natural rights 

and state rights philosophies of government were now re¬ 

placed by the new teachings of nationalism. For all practical 

purposes the Civil War had ended the arguments of nullifi¬ 

cation and secession. The question of whether sovereignty 

lay in the Federal or in the state governments had been re¬ 

solved by force of arms, and the victors of the North were 

ready to consider themselves as constituting the new nation. 

Although Jefferson Davis, the late President of the Confed¬ 

eracy, would admit only that the war showed secession “to be 

impracticable,” the state rights argument was now useful 

chiefly as a means of preserving white supremacy in the 

South and of preventing Federal civil rights legislation.6 

The last important defense of the principle of secession 

therefore was Alexander H. Stephens s A Constitutional View 
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of the Late War Between the States (1868-1870), a superior 

amplification of Calhoun’s older Disquisition on Govern¬ 

ment. In his book, Stephens contended that the Constitution 

was the supreme law of the land only in judicial matters. 

Nullification of a law by a state was accordingly illegal, but 

secession of a state from the Union was justified because the 

Constitution rested upon a compact between the states.7 

Whatever the merits of his argument, which depended in 

the last analysis upon the motives of the founding fathers at 

the Constitutional Convention at Philadelphia, the weight 

of events, as well as the sheer volume of the writings of his 

opponents, ran heavily against him. 

In contrast to Stephens’s justification of the lost cause, the 

northern view of the nature of the Union and of the location 

of sovereignty rested on an expansion of the classic national¬ 

ist position maintained by Daniel Webster and taken over 

by Lincoln during the war. According to this theory, the 

Constitution was a perpetual contract, while the Union in 

its origins went back to the common struggle of the people 

during the American Revolution and as such was older than 

the separate states. Sovereignty resided in the people as a 

whole and not in the states or in the people of the separate 

states. With minor variations, northern writers on politics 

now located sovereignty in the Federal government, while 

the Supreme Court in an artful decision ruled that, though 

sovereignty was divided between the states and the Federal 

government, it was the latter which drew the borderline 

between their powers. The Court refused to recognize the 

secession of the southern states, which consequently were 

regarded as never legally out of the Union. The war had 

been fought by a rebel element only, and the nature of the 

Union, defined as “an indestructible Union, composed of 

indestructible States,” remained unimpaired.8 

With the development of a new nationalistic political the- 
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ory to keep pace with the reconstitution of the Union, Amer¬ 

ican thinkers forsook the liberal heritage of English and 

French thought. In place of John Locke and other philoso¬ 

phers of the natural rights and compact theories of govern¬ 

ment, American political theorists now turned to Hegel and 

the German idealists, whose philosophy glorified the role of 

the state. A pioneer American work in presenting a Hegelian 

interpretation of the state was The Nation published in 

1870 by Elisha Mulford, a graduate of Yale and an Epis¬ 

copal clergyman. Mulford followed Hegel in giving the 

state the human characteristics of personality and con¬ 

science. A moral organism, the state was not a necessary evil 

but a means toward the realization of a more perfect free¬ 

dom. Ultimately all rights descended to man from God, and 

the state was God’s chosen instrument. It followed therefore 

that there were no absolute, inalienable rights of the indi¬ 

vidual. Mulford took essentially the position presented ear¬ 

lier by Orestes Brownson, the Catholic layman, whose 

American Republic, published in 1865, was one of the first 

works to repudiate democratic individualism and the nat¬ 

ural rights theory.9 

In the colleges and universities, academic philosophers of 

the state also popularized the new theories of nationalism. 

At Yale, Theodore Dwight Woolsey, though he accepted in 

part the doctrine of inalienable rights and of passive resist¬ 

ance to the state, nevertheless pointed out that individual 

rights were meaningful only if they were protected by the 

state.10 Woolsey was in many respects a disciple of the Ger- 

man-American scholar Francis Lieber, professor of political 

science and history at Columbia College in New York and 

an outstanding pioneer in the shift away from the natural 

rights theory. Born in Germany, but resident in the United 

States after 1827, Lieber in the years before the Civil War 

had been a liberal nationalist, teaching in the uncongenial 
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atmosphere of the antebellum South. Transferring to Co¬ 

lumbia, Lieber did yeoman work for the North during the 

Civil War as an author of numerous propaganda tracts and 

of a standard manual on the laws of war, which he wrote for 

the army. 

Lieber’s many war and postwar activities provided an es¬ 

pecially interesting contrast with the liberal leanings of his 

antebellum works on political science. For example, in his 

important book On Civil Liberty, first published in 1853, 

Lieber maintained that rule by the propertyless masses, or 

“democratic absolutism,” was the very antithesis of liberty. 

True liberty was embodied in institutions, the main func¬ 

tion of which was to protect the rights of the minority. Like 

Tocqueville, Lieber feared the great powers of a democratic 

popular majority, and his Civil Liberty “was a lengthy and 

elaborate paean for limited government.” In his early writ¬ 

ings, Lieber was careful to distinguish between the national¬ 

ization of peoples and the centralization of governments, 

which he feared. His latest biographer, Frank Freidel, has 

argued that Lieber’s anxiety over the aggrandizement of the 

powers of government, and the popularity of such a view 

with liberals after the Civil War, “led to an equally ominous 

hegemony of the industrial leaders.” 11 But this interpreta¬ 

tion seems to hold that industrialism in the North had 

nothing to gain from the nationalism of the victorious Re¬ 

publicans, and it also overlooks the extent to which Lieber’s 

own philosophy became attuned to the thinking of the Civil 

War era. His acceptance of the place of war as a normal part 

of a nation’s growth and the vindictive, nationalizing policy 

that he came to advocate were actually much more congenial 

to the new generation of business and political leaders than 

his earlier writings on liberty and limited government. 

For the change in his views, and for his defense of such 
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northern war measures as the suspension of the writ of habeas 

corpus and the policy of arbitrary arrest, Lieber was fre¬ 

quently charged with inconsistency. In reply, he argued that 

the great and unprecedented nature of the struggle to pre¬ 

serve the Union justified the arbitrary means invoked, and 

he himself, it may be noted, labored mightily during the 

Civil War to bring about the triumph of his nationalistic 

concepts. After Appomattox, Lieber accepted enthusias¬ 

tically the extremist attitude of the Radicals in regard to 

Reconstruction policy, at the same time contributing his 

own advice to such influential friends as Senator Sumner. 

For these activities one of Lieber’s correspondents, a distin¬ 

guished Louisiana physician and an admirer of his earlier 

works, wrote asking him: “Can you reconcile your teachings 

and your practice? How can you lend yourself to the policy 

of the most unscrupulous, cruel and vindictive party that 

ever existed?” 12 

Lieber, however, paid little heed to such admonitions 

and, continuing to oppose reconciliation with the South, he 

took a position with the War Department as archivist of 

Confederate records, searching for evidence that would con¬ 

vict Jefferson Davis of treason. His new employment was an 

amazing contradiction of the passage in his Civil Liberty in 

which he asserted: “The trial for treason is a gauge of lib¬ 

erty. Tell us how they try people for treason, and we will tell 

you whether they are free.” But Lieber was soon disap¬ 

pointed in his work. After sifting through some two hundred 

seventy thousand Confederate letters, he found a good bit 

of vague material but none of the sort needed by the Radical 

Republicans if they were to hang Jefferson Davis. As he came 

to realize this fact, Lieber lamented late in the spring of 

1866: “The trial of Jeff. Davis will be a terrible thing — 

volumes, a library of the most infernal treason will be 
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belched forth — Davis will not be found guilty and we shall 

stand there as completely beaten. The time was lost, and 

can never be recovered.” 13 

In his teaching position at Columbia, Lieber was suc¬ 

ceeded by a southern Unionist from eastern Tennessee, 

John W. Burgess. Burgess carried much further Lieber’s na¬ 

tionalism, joining with it a profound admiration for the 

‘‘Teutonic political genius” and Germanic conception of 

the state. For this Burgess has been compared to Treitschke, 

the German navalist and imperialist.14 The very possibility 

of such a comparison illustrates the extent to which the the¬ 

ory of nationalism was carried by American scholars in the 

era after the Civil War. Although ultimately this national¬ 

ism would help effect a reconciliation between the two sec¬ 

tions, healing the wounds of war, its first and most potent 

influence was in the North, ‘‘where the older and stabler 

trilogy of aristocracy, decentralization, and agriculture were 

sacrificed to the newer and more experimental trilogy of 

democracy, nationalism, and industrialism.” 15 

In theory the South after the Civil War continued to ad¬ 

here to many of the tenets of its historic state rights position. 

In practice, however, the new-nationalism of the North was 

not without influence in the former Confederate states. Of 

course, there were “bitter-enders” like Jefferson Davis who 

could not reconcile themselves to the defeat of the Confed¬ 

eracy. But at the other extreme were Southerners whose ad¬ 

justment was so complete that they cooperated with the 

Radical Reconstruction policies of the Republicans or be¬ 

came the proponents of the New South, a term redolent of 

industrialism and nationalism. In either case, the impact of 

the Civil War experience on the South resulted in no re¬ 

versal of the trend away from liberalism. In the first place, 

the Reconstruction policy of the North, based on force and 

military occupation of the former Confederacy, was the op- 
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posite of liberal. Apart from the small number of those who 

were thinking in terms of the Negro freedmen’s welfare, it 

was folly for Northerners to argue that their program for 

the South was liberal, either in its eventual ends or in its 

actual means. But, if the North was far from magnanimous 

in victory, neither was the South particularly noble in de¬ 

feat. A dignified and gentlemanly adjustment undoubtedly 

would have involved great difficulties for most Southerners. 

After all, few had the opportunity of Robert E. Lee, who was 

able to achieve a worthy new career as the president of 

Washington College, now Washington and Lee University. 

More characteristic therefore were, on the one hand, the 

bitter laments and recriminations of those who could not ac¬ 

cept defeat and, on the other hand, the surrender of the so- 

called Scalawags and Bourbon aristocrats who were willing 

to make their peace with the businessmen and politicians of 

the victorious North. 

One of the most unfortunate features of the Reconstruc¬ 

tion period was the encouragement that it offered to extrem¬ 

ist and extralegal methods. Deprived of home rule and of 

any legal recourse by the policy of military control, the 

worst elements of the South turned to such devices as the 

Ku-Klux Klan and the black codes. The attempt to control 

the Negro via these notorious codes, so reminiscent of the 

old slave laws, and the accompanying resort to violence and 

intimidation by the Klan are well known. Also a familiar 

story is the history of the northern Carpetbag and Negro 

governments which were established in most of the southern 

states. Corrupt and inefficient, these governments neverthe¬ 

less accomplished some good in such relatively virgin fields 

in the South as public education. In addition, many Recon¬ 

struction officials in their violation of the principles of good 

government had the unsavory example of similar develop¬ 

ments in the North, where political corruption reached the 
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national administration under President Grant. Much of 

the corruption of the Carpetbaggers, moreover, took place 

with the connivance of the better elements in the South, as 

Bourbon aristocrats availed themselves of the lush contracts 

dispensed by the Reconstruction governments. 

For all its illiberalisms, however, the process of Radical 

Reconstruction was strictly limited in time. In no southern 

state did Radical or Carpetbag rule endure for so long as a 

decade, and in most the period was far shorter. In any event, 

the return of the South to the Union was inevitable and the 

only question was on whose terms the reconstitution was to 

be accomplished. This was settled when the final defeat of 

Radical Reconstruction in 1877 ensured the “redemption” 

of the South to home rule and white domination. The con¬ 

servative white leaders, who had accomplished this redemp¬ 

tion and who were to dominate the new governments, repre¬ 

sented an aristocracy, sometimes called Bourbon, but which 

more recently has been given the expressive term “Redeem¬ 

ers.” As C. Vann Woodward has pointed out in his writings 

on the New South, the Redeemers came to terms with the 

new nationalism and industrialism of the North. In com¬ 

parison with the brief period of the years of control by those 

who governed during the Confederacy and Reconstruction, 

the Redeemers enjoyed a rule that was more lasting and 

more important in the history of the South. The intellectual 

descendants of the antebellum Whigs, the Redeemers were 

dedicated to the building of a business civilization on the 

ruins of the Old South. Welcoming northern manufactur¬ 

ing and capital and actively seeking government support and 

subsidization, the Redeemers of the New South were the 

counterparts of the Republican nationalists and business 

barons of the industrialized North. 

The New South wanted all the private capital that the 

North could supply and after that as much in the way of Fed- 
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eral subsidies as possible. While the South favored laissez 

faire in the sense of the giving up of Radical Reconstruction, 

it had no patience “with state rights and laissez faire if they 

implied abandonment of Federal subsidies, loans of credit, 

and internal improvements.” The compromise of 1877 and 

end of Radical Reconstruction in return for southern sup¬ 

port of Hayes’s clouded title to the presidency had as an 

added feature a promise of Federal subsidies for construc¬ 

tion of railroad trunk lines into the South and Southwest. In 

the parlance of the Gilded Age, a lot of the talk of sectional 

reconciliation therefore had as its basis an economic bar¬ 

gain.16 

Of course, the South did not entirely yield its older tradi¬ 

tions. In the works of the local color school of writers, and in 

much of the popular literature about the South by both 

northern and southern authors, the antebellum South lived 

on replete with magnolias, columned porticoes, and chiv¬ 

alry. But the Old South was interlaced with the New. In the 

perfervid words of her chief orator, Henry W. Grady, editor 

of the Atlanta Constitution: 

The Old South rested on slavery and agriculture, unconscious 

that these could neither give nor maintain healthy growth. The 

new South presents a perfect Democracy, the oligarchs leading in 

the popular movement — a social system compact and closely 

knitted, less splendid on the surface but stronger at the core, a 

hundred farms for every plantation, fifty homes for every palace, 

and a diversified industry that meets the complex needs of this 

complex age.17 

Stripped of its rhetoric, the New South of the Redeemers 

had its less pleasant features. Poor despite the influx of 

northern capital, which was used largely to maintain absentee 

control of the southern economy, the South had little money 

for public services, social legislation, or even its common 
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schools. Public education, stigmatized in the minds of many 

as a Carpetbag measure, was the first to suffer, and the 

“average length of the common school term in the South 

fell off approximately 20 per cent after Redemption, and the 

100-day term, the highest average attained during Recon¬ 

struction, was not restored until after 1900.” Expenditure 

per pupil also declined and remained far below the national 

average. Assisted by small northern endowments, such as the 

Peabody and Slater Funds, a minority carried on a struggle 

for better schools in the South. Northern teachers, however, 

were suspect because of the role they had played in Recon¬ 

struction days in their work among the Negroes. Thus, the 

teaching of Negroes after the Civil War continued to invite 

hostility and repression in the South. This was partly a 

southern resentment against northern intrusion, but in the 

North there were also many who still objected to having 

Negro children educated at public expense.18 

Particularly damaging to the Redeemers’ claim of paternal¬ 

istic justice to the Negro was the establishment after the 

Civil War of the brutal convict lease system. The old peni¬ 

tentiaries were hopelessly inadequate to take care of offend¬ 

ers formerly confined on the plantations, and the convict 

lease system also fitted in with the policy of financial re¬ 

trenchment, which precluded the construction of adequate 

jails. Moreover, the system was well adapted to the require¬ 

ments of the harsh penalties inflicted upon Negroes under 

the new criminal codes of the South. A recent historian has 

concluded, “The degradation and brutality produced by this 

system would be incredible but for the amount of evidence 

from official sources.” And another modern scholar can find 

a parallel for the southern convict lease system “only in the 

persecutions of the Middle Ages or in the prison camps of 

Nazi Germany.” 19 

Although the Redeemers left no doubt of the Negroes’ in- 
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ferior place in southern society, racial discrimination in 

the sense of Jim Crow laws was not prevalent in the South 

until the conservative and aristocratic Redeemers lost their 

political hold before the tide of Populism in the 1890’s. Dis¬ 

crimination was more a demand of the poorer white ele¬ 

ments of the population, which felt keenly the threat of 

Negro competition. The reactionary regimes of the Redeem¬ 

ers, on the other hand, had even allowed Negroes the suffrage 

when their votes could be controlled, and for twenty years 

after 1865 no southern state had segregation laws in respect 

to railroad travel. But, beginning in 1887, such laws multi¬ 

plied as the anti-Negro Populists gained influence in the 

South. “The barriers of racial discrimination mounted in 

direct ratio with the tide of political democracy among 

whites.” An example of the bitter racism of the period was 

the rise of lynching, with a peak reached in the 1890’s. In 

place of the improvement in race relations promised by Re¬ 

construction, there had been a deterioration by the close of 

the nineteenth century. Progressivism was for whites only, 

and the Negro was forced to accept the compromise policy 

of acquiescence and adjustment suggested by Booker T. 

Washington. Though the South boasted that a frank pater¬ 

nalism would settle the Negro problem, there was little doubt 

that its policy meant keeping the Negro at the bottom rail 

of society. And, in the abandonment of the Reconstruction 

goal of civil rights for the Negro, the North largely went 

along. The Supreme Court's decision in October 1883, de¬ 

claring the Civil Rights Act unconstitutional, provided ju¬ 

dicial sanction for discrimination laws that southern states 

were beginning to place on their statute books."0 

On all sides, in the North as well as in the South, the new 

nationalism that succeeded the Civil War marked a further 

retreat from liberalism. In its political theory, and in its 

practical ramifications for the Reconstruction of the South, 
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this nationalism was coercive and extremist. Economically, 

the rising industrial order of the North had its counterpart 

in the gospel of the New South. North and South the alli¬ 

ance of government and business had been much strength¬ 

ened by the Civil War and its aftermath. Although business 

interests occasionally espoused a philosophy of laissez faire, 

basically they relied upon the favors and subsidies of the 

government. Especially in the North, Whiggery became the 

order of the day. Minority groups that seemed to represent 

an exception to the dominant nationalism — the Negroes, 

Indians, and immigrants — underwent an enforced assimi¬ 

lation, while only a handful of older liberals or philosophical 

anarchists stood out against the nationalizing forces engen¬ 

dered by the times.21 

Before the close of the nineteenth century the reconstitu¬ 

tion of nationalism was to be achieved beyond all dispute. 

The trend away from liberalism, of which this new national¬ 

ism was an important part, surmounted all criticism. 

Throughout the Western world, in the last third of the 

century, there was an intensification of nationalism and a 

weakening of the older patterns of an eighteenth- and early 

nineteenth-century liberalism. The United States, as well as 

most of Europe, seemed to be entering a new age. An un¬ 

precedented industrialization, urbanization, and immigra¬ 

tion, plus the rapid exploitation of the resources of the West, 

were transforming the face and thinking of the older pre- 

Civil War America, thereby creating a host of new problems 

to challenge liberalism and democracy. 



10 

Pre-emption, Exploitation, 

Progress 

The concentration of powers in the national government, 

so well designed to serve the ends of Radical Reconstruction, 

also appealed to the developing business and financial inter¬ 

ests of the North. “A supreme national government, con¬ 

trolled by Republicans friendly to industry and finance, 

could insure favors to corporations, protective tariffs, a cen¬ 

tralized banking system, the redemption of government secu¬ 

rities, and subsidies to railroads. A national government 

could also provide the rank and file with free homesteads on 

the public domain and insure for the clamoring veterans of 

the late war adequate pensions from the exchequer.” 1 Not 

the least among the results of the Civil War was the way in 

which, as the Beards have maintained, ‘‘The Second Amer¬ 

ican Revolution, while destroying the economic foundations 

of the slave-owning aristocracy, assured the triumph of busi¬ 

ness enterprise. As if to add irony to defeat, the very war 

which the planters precipitated in an effort to avoid their 

doom augmented the fortunes of the capitalist class from 

whose jurisdiction they had tried to escape.” 2 

But the classic picture of the American scene during the 

i87o’s is that penned by Parrington in the final volume of 

his Main Currents in American Thought. According to Par¬ 

rington, the Civil War removed the check of an agrarian 

*47 
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order, and “In the years following the war, exploitation for 

the first time was provided with adequate resources and a 

competent technique.” The social philosophy of the age 

“was summed up in three words — preemption, exploita¬ 

tion, progress.” Although America, as it moved forward to 

conquer the last frontiers to the west, still accounted itself 

individualistic and democratic, individualism was being sim¬ 

plified to “the acquisitive instinct,” while progress was be¬ 

coming synonymous with the pre-emption and exploitation 

of the public domain by large-scale business interests aided 

by government subsidies. The nationalistic ideas of Alex¬ 

ander Hamilton and Henry Clay had been revived, while 

“Under the nominal leadership of the easy-going Grant a 

loose rein was given to Whiggish ambitions and the Repub¬ 

lican party became a political instrument worthy of the 

Gilded Age.” 

Parrington likened these postwar years to a great barbecue. 

“It was sound Gilded Age doctrine. To a frontier people 

what was more democratic than a barbecue, and to a paternal¬ 

istic age what was more fitting than that the state should pro¬ 

vide the beeves for roasting.” Loyal citizens had saved the 

government during the trying days of the Civil War, and it 

was only fair in return that the government should give 

some tangible reward to their patriotism. Thus the theory 

of Whiggery “asserts that it is a duty of the state to help its 

citizens make money, and it conceives of the political state as 

a useful instrument for effective exploitation. . . . But un¬ 

happily,” as Parrington pointed out, “there is a fly in the 

Whiggish honey. In a competitive order, government is 

forced to make its choices. It cannot serve both Peter and 

Paul. If it gives with one hand it must take away with the 

other. And so the persuasive ideal of paternalism in the 

common interest degenerates in practice into legalized favor¬ 

itism. Governmental gifts go to the largest investments.” 3 
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With the South crushed by defeat, and the North enjoying 

its victory in the form of a postwar boom, the rivalry of com¬ 

peting economic interests for government favors did not at 

once reach the stage of a serious struggle for political power. 

Spurred on by the opening up of the vast reaches of public 

domain in the West and by the tremendous industrial ex¬ 

pansion of the Northeast, the American economy seemed 

able to produce more than enough for everyone, including 

the hundreds of thousands of immigrants who continued to 

cross the Atlantic. These years following the Civil War were 

unquestionably years of great material development, and the 

dominant note in politics was one of encouraging this ex¬ 

pansion. Beginning with the economic legislation of the war 

years, the Republican party gave the business interests of 

the North the protection and encouragement they desired. 

Thus, the Morrill Act of 1862 inaugurated a succession of 

protective tariff measures — each higher in its rates than 

the preceding one-—that continued virtually unbroken 

down to World War I, only to be resumed again in the 

1920’s. Industry favored by high tariffs, which often went 

beyond any justifiable need for protection from foreign com¬ 

petition, also benefited from an easy Federal immigration 

policy, the maintenance of a gold standard and sound cur¬ 

rency, and the willingness of the government to intervene, 

with the regular army if necessary, in the labor disputes that 

marked the last quarter of the century. 

Instead of the limited state desired by Jeffersonian be¬ 

lievers in an agrarian society, the post-Civil War era was char¬ 

acterized by the passage of a stream of tariffs, taxes, and sub¬ 

sidies unprecedented in their volume and scope. The result 

of all this was that, as the biographer of Mark Hanna pointed 

out: “For the most part all that business needed in order to 

become more prosperous was to be let alone. Existing legis¬ 

lation both national and state was encouraging it in almost 
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every possible way.” 4 In the West, however, there was dis¬ 

content and the Chicago Tribune, speaking for agricultural 

interests, warned that the idea of republican government as 

an agent of the people had yielded to the feudal notion of 

an oppressive government which engaged in all sorts of pa¬ 

ternal tasks, including internal improvements, education, 

the regulation of wages and hours of labor and of crops and 

prices. “With the close of the war, during which so many 

unwonted powers were exercised, the theory of paternal gov¬ 

ernment has been revived among us.” This, the Tribune 

pointed out, had been accomplished largely through the tax¬ 

ing power, taking away from one and giving to another.5 

The effect of taxes and government debt upon traditional 

liberalism had already been noted by Francis Bowen, the 

well-known Harvard economist and philosopher. Calling at¬ 

tention to the fact that the United States in four years of 

fighting had accumulated a war debt greater than England’s 

as a result of her twenty-two-year struggle against the French 

Revolution and Napoleon, Bowen lamented that there was 

now a tax on everything, although “Hitherto, in this coun¬ 

try, our boast has been that we were free from all great 

burdens imposed by the government. . . . Hitherto with 

us the tax-gatherer has been but an infrequent visitant and 

one whose hunger was easily appeased.” 6 

Liberals believed that the solution was a return to Jeffer¬ 

sonian principles of limited government. For example, Sam¬ 

uel J. Tilden, Democratic and liberal reform candidate for 

president in the election of 1876, voiced the opinion that 

the general situation of the United States after the Civil War 

was reminiscent of conditions on the eve of the Jeffersonian 

revolution of 1800. 

The demoralizations of war — a spirit of gambling adventure, 

engendered by false systems of public finance; a grasping central- 
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ism, absorbing all functions from the local authorities, and as¬ 

suming to control the industries of individuals by largesses to 

favored classes from the public treasury of moneys wrung from 

the body of the people by taxation — were then, as now, char¬ 

acteristics of the period. 

But the danger to the country now was greater. “The classes 

who desire pecuniary profit from existing governmental 

abuses have become numerous and powerful beyond any 

example in our country. . . . For the first time in our na¬ 

tional history,” Tilden concluded, “such classes have become 

powerful enough to aspire to be in America the ruling classes, 

as they have been and are in the corrupt societies of the Old 

World.” 7 Echoing Tilden’s point of view, Edwin Lawrence 

Godkin, editor of the liberal New York Nation, in an article 

on the Credit Mobilier scandal, called for a return to honesty 

in government. Confident that the country was enjoying 

enough prosperity, Godkin asserted that the answer to brib¬ 

ery and corruption was to end the power of members of 

Congress to bestow great privileges upon private individuals 

and business corporations. “The remedy is simple. The 

Government must get out of the ‘protective’ business and the 

‘subsidy’ business and the ‘improvement’ and the ‘develop¬ 

ment’ business. It must let trade, and commerce, and manu¬ 

factures, and steamboats, and railroads, and telegraphs alone. 

It cannot touch them without breeding corruption.” 8 

Popular with Godkin, Tilden, and other eastern liberals 

was the idea of reform from the top under the leadership 

of the patrician or aristocratic classes of the community. This 

was the element that took the leadership of the Liberal Re¬ 

publican movement of 1872 and of the comparable reform 

wave in the Democratic ranks under Tilden in 1876. The 

reformers particularly emphasized the necessity of a civil 

service merit system. Better men in public positions, they 
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hoped, would result in improved government. In the era of 

corruption after the Civil War there was a transparent need 

for honesty in government, and the civil service reform cause 

gradually won popular support. After the passage of the 

Pendleton Act of 1883, establishing a bipartisan Civil Serv¬ 

ice Commission, the United States prepared to move in the 

European direction of establishing a permanent body of 

public officeholders, and in time the civil service of the New 

World republic would come to surpass the bureaucracies of 

monarchical Europe. Generally overlooked, however, in the 

American enthusiasm for civil service reform, were those 

few individuals who complained that a class of Federal office¬ 

holders, guaranteed permanent tenure, might become an 

insolent aristocracy comparable to the bureaucracies of the 

Old World. Godkin admitted that there was no objection 

to civil service reform more serious than this. Although he 

felt on the whole that “the danger of an office-holding aris¬ 

tocracy” in the United States was based on mere conjecture, 

he noted that the evil effects of bureaucratic government 

were already clearly apparent in Europe.9 

While the liberal movement in the East concerned itself 

with such questions as the tariff, taxation, a sound currency, 

and the purity of the civil service, in the West the focal 

point of the Federal government’s relationship to its citizens 

lay in the administration of the public domain. Cries for 

cheap land and protests against land monopoly had been 

stock-in-trade arguments of various agrarian and utopian re¬ 

form movements in the half century before the Civil War. 

In i860 more than half the area of the country — over a 

billion acres — was under public ownership. Thirty years 

later half of this half, or one-quarter of the whole United 

States, still remained in the public domain, but much of the 

land was non-arable or reserved for some specific use. 

The speeded-up process of disposing of public lands began 
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seriously in the midst of the Civil War, when the government 

under the Homestead Act of 1862 adopted a policy of grant¬ 

ing free farms, of one hundred sixty acres each, to settlers 

who would cultivate the land for five years. The law also 

declared that within six months the settler, instead of waiting 

to secure the patent to his land by homesteading it for five 

years, could purchase the property at one dollar and a quarter 

an acre. By failing, under this alternate arrangement, to 

provide for cancellation of the patent if the farm was sold to 

anyone but the government, the Homestead Act opened the 

way for speculators to buy up vast quantities of land, worth 

far more than the minimum fee per acre, by the simple de¬ 

vice of providing dummy “settlers” with the requisite pur¬ 

chase price of one dollar twenty-five cents per acre. Thus, 

authentic homesteaders, eager to avail themselves of a farm 

by fulfilling the terms of cultivating the soil for five years, 

were often forced to move beyond the range of the more de¬ 

sirable lands, which had already been pre-empted by specu¬ 

lators or dummy settlers. While approximately fifty million 

homestead acres were distributed in the first twenty years 

after 1862, much of this land soon found its way into the 

hands of speculators and was available to farmers only at 

considerable cost. The same limitation applied to land held 

for a profit by colleges endowed under the Morrill Act or 

sold by railroads for a good sum on the promise of providing 

transportation facilities.10 

“By the very act that offered ‘land to the landless poor,’ 

Congress thus had nullified its apparent gift,” is the conclu¬ 

sion of one historian of American economic life. And the 

force of his statement was further illustrated by the Federal 

government’s policy of granting vast tracts of the public 

domain to railroads and to the states. Under the Morrill Act 

of 1862, Congress gave the states thirty thousand acres for 

each of their senators and representatives, the income from 
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the sale of the land to be used to establish a college for in¬ 

struction in the agricultural and mechanic arts. At the same 

time, Congress embarked on a policy of subsidizing the con¬ 

struction of rail lines in the West by extending direct loans 

and by the grant of sizable territories along the railroad right 

of way. In the decade after, the passage of the Homestead Act, 

the railroads received over one hundred million acres from 

Congress. Under the various Federal land acts, some three 

hundred million acres were actually disposed of by 1934, 

with the railroads getting one hundred thirty million acres 

from the Federal government and an additional fifty million 

acres through the intermediary action of the states or, as 

in Texas, by the state itself. In addition, the states secured 

from the Federal government around two hundred million 

acres.11 

Although the government was thus most generous in its 

disposition of the public domain, the small independent 

farmer was not the chief beneficiary of the Federal largess. 

“The homesteaders, even including those who acted as tools 

of speculators, got just about one acre out of every six or 

seven that the government gave up. Those who took free 

farms to keep received about one acre in ten.” 12 

The homesteaders’ struggle, in competition with railroads 

and various other business interests, for good arable lands 

in the West intensified the white man’s pressure upon Indian 

lands. This pressure was responsible in large part for the 

recurrent Indian wars of the period from 1862 to 1877, and 

it continued to result in a mad scramble for Indian territory 

until most of this land was pre-empted for sale to advancing 

settlers. To the frontiersman the Indian had always been an 

obstacle in the path of westward progress, while to the Red 

Man the coming of civilization spelled the doom of the 

buffalo and other game on which he depended for his food. 

In 1871, an act of Congress stipulated that no more treaties 
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be made between Indian tribes and the Federal government. 

Yielding the fiction of a separate nation status, the Indians 

now became the wards of the United States government, al¬ 

lowed for the present to occupy lands which they did not 

own under the white man’s title, but not permitted to make 

individual entries on the public domain. Although Presi¬ 

dents Grant and Hayes and other high officials were sympa¬ 

thetic to the plight of the Indian, the old tribal lands, in viola¬ 

tion of earlier treaty rights and agreements, were constantly 

being added to the public domain and opened up for white 

settlement. Finally by the 1880’s, through the publication of 

such exposes of American Indian policy as Helen Hunt 

Jackson’s Century of Dishonor, the public became aware of 

the way in which the Indians, as wards of the government, 

had been exploited by the very instrumentalities and agen¬ 

cies designed for their protection.13 

The demands for reform in the treatment of the Indian 

resulted in 1887 in the passage of the Dawes Severalty Act. 

This measure provided the means by which the communal 

organization of the Indian tribes could be dissolved, the 

reservations broken up, and the Indians themselves admitted 

as American citizens qualified to take up land in individual 

ownership. Reservation lands not granted to Indian families 

could be sold to white settlers with the provision that an 

adequate payment be made to the remaining members of 

the tribe. Although the Dawes Act ended the anomalous 

status of the Indian as a ward of the government and opened 

the way to citizenship, it also served as a means of pre-empting 

large portions of Indian reservations for white settlement. 

Thus a recent historian of the public domain has concluded: 

The operation of the Dawes Act of 1887 confirmed the expec¬ 

tations of its proponents. By 1892 agreements had been negoti¬ 

ated with fourteen Indian tribes, restoring to the public domain 
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26,000,000 acres most of which was already open to settlement. 

The greatest of the Indian reservations — that of the once power¬ 

ful Sioux of the plains — consisting of 9,000,000 acres had al¬ 

ready been opened to sale and settlement; the 21,000 Sioux In¬ 

dians had accepted five other separate and very-much reduced 

reservations.14 

Even the old Oklahoma Indian territory did not escape 

the pressure of the grasping whites, and in 1889 the exten¬ 

sive areas formerly owned by the Five Civilized Tribes were 

opened up for settlement. This completed the process of dis¬ 

placement that had begun back in Jackson’s presidency when 

the so-called Five Nations had been forced to leave their 

homes in Georgia and cross the Mississippi. “By 1906, 

through the breaking up of the reservation system, some 

75,000,000 acres, or about three-fifths of the whole amount 

of Indian land released by the Dawes Act of 1887, had been 

appropriated by the whites.” 15 

The fate of the Indian foretold the passing of the frontier. 

In the course of exhausting the free land to the west, nothing 

cast more doubt on the possibility of the United States’ 

achieving the old Jeffersonian dream of a liberal agrarian 

society than the way in which the government’s land grants 

served the cause of monopoly and big business. It was not 

surprising therefore that the last of the followers of Jefferso¬ 

nian liberalism to attain any widespread degree of public 

support in the United States should launch an attack upon 

Federal land policies. Henry George, the apostle of the 

agrarian ideas of a long succession of reformers, excelled 

them all in the popular attention that he was able to attract 

by his writings and lectures. Yet, it was the fate of George 

to advocate a system of agrarian reform in an age when in¬ 

creasing industrialization and governmental regulation of 
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the economy had already diverted attention from the land. 

The title of George’s great work, Progress and Poverty, stated 

the fundamental problem with which he wrestled through¬ 

out his life — the problem of want or poverty in the midst 

of plenty or so-called progress. 

The child of a poor but respectable and religious Phila¬ 

delphia family, George had his education cut off at an early 

age when he went to sea. In 1855 he reached San Francisco, 

then in the last stages of the gold rush. Under the impetus of 

the discovery of gold, California had telescoped the Amer¬ 

ican frontier process into a matter of only a few years. It 

thus gave George an excellent laboratory for investigation, 

where he was able to observe at first hand the pre-emption of 

the state’s wealth by speculative elements and the consequent 

failure of the gold to bring any general or lasting prosperity. 

George himself became an inveterate plunger into risky 

mining ventures, and the young family that he had acquired 

soon suffered from much the same type of economic hardship 

that beset the poorer classes from New York to California 

during the era of the Civil War. Experiencing poverty, 

George knew the way it warped men’s minds, blunting their 

nobler impulses and driving them into wild schemes in ef¬ 

forts to retrieve lost prosperity. 

Beyond the problem of poverty as a result of individual 

misfortune or improvidence lay the social sources of poverty. 

Here, George believed, the basic trouble lay in the ratio of 

population to land and in the system of taxes, which allowed 

vast tracts of land to be held for purposes of speculation. His 

solution — the taxation of the unearned increment in the 

price of land, or the taxation of unimproved land at the 

same rate as improved land in order to encourage its use — 

became famous with the publication in January 1880 of his 

Progress and Poverty. George’s proposal, soon well known 
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as the single tax, a term which he, however, disliked and 

which oversimplified his argument, had already been antici¬ 

pated in some of his earlier writings.16 

Back in 1868, in an interesting article in the Overland 

Monthly, entitled “What the Railroad Will Bring Us,” 

George had speculated on the effect of the approaching 

completion of the Union Pacific and Central Pacific rail¬ 

roads. With the coming of the first transcontinental line 

there were signs in California of a prosperity reminiscent 

of the booming days of the first gold rush. While those of 

his neighbors who owned considerable property eagerly pre¬ 

pared to profit from the expected rise in land values, George 

lamented that the city had not been settled on the basis of 

free homesteads. “The locomotive,” he warned, “is a great 

centralizer,” which would kill small towns and small busi¬ 

ness and make possible large fortunes and also a poor class. 

“We need not look far from the palace to find the hovel. 

. . . Amid all our rejoicing and all our gratulation let us see 

clearly whither we are tending. Increase in population and in 

wealth past a certain point means simply an approximation 

to the condition of older countries — the Eastern states and 

Europe.” High wage and interest rates, which, according to 

George, were tied to California’s comparatively small popu¬ 

lation, would be lowered by the railroad. “The truth is, 

that the completion of the railroad and the consequent great 

increase of business and population, will not be a benefit to 

all of us, but only to a portion.” Like the ancient Greeks to 

whom the future of their race had once seemed so bright, 

“Our modern civilization strikes broad and deep and looks 

high.” But, George added, “So did the tower which men 

once built almost unto heaven.” 17 

He continued his criticism of railroad land grants with 

the publication in 1871 of a pamphlet Our Land and Land 

Policy. Here he presented many of the ideas later elaborated 
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in Progress and Poverty. Analyzing the different types of land 

grants made by the Federal government, he concentrated his 

attack on those given to the railroads. “Since the day when 

Esau sold his birthright for a mess of pottage we may search 

in vain for any parallel to such concessions.” Especially repre¬ 

hensible, George felt, was the national policy of building 

railroads before they were needed. This resulted in the di¬ 

version of funds from more productive enterprise, scattered 

population beyond the means of subsistence, helped to 

monopolize the land, and in general made the masses poorer 

and the few richer. If such policies were continued, the 

public domain would soon be exhausted and the people 

of the United States would find themselves in the situation 

of the populace of Europe. “We are monopolizing our land 

deliberately — our land, not the land of a conquered nation, 

and we are doing it while prating of the equal rights of the 

citizen and of the brotherhood of man.” 18 

Despite the pessimistic implications of his writings, George 

actually embraced much of the optimistic tone of the eight¬ 

eenth-century Enlightenment. Like Jefferson and other 

early American philosophers, he had a strong faith in the 

idealism of his fellow man and a great confidence in the 

educability of human nature. In his economic theory he 

united his own keen powers of observation with a serious 

study of John Stuart Mill and the other great English clas¬ 

sical economists. Although his solution of the single tax led 

logically to the virtual confiscation of all rent and the so¬ 

cialization of the land, George was not a socialist in the na¬ 

tionalistic sense of the term. He had a Jeffersonian individ¬ 

ualist’s distrust of the power of the centralized state, and the 

core of his plan was the restoration of the economic rights 

of the individual to a share in the land. Attacking private 

property in land as of the same character as private property 

in men, George blamed increases in rent upon the growth 
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in population, laborsaving machinery, and speculation. An 

agrarian in an industrial-capitalist economy, George dis¬ 

trusted the workings of technocracy and industry. His es¬ 

pecial panacea, though hardly practical, attracted interna¬ 

tional attention. And his criticisms of the established order 

continued to inspire later generations of liberals.19 

In more than anything else, George was significant because 

of his attempt to protect the individual from the joint col¬ 

lectivism being enforced by the national state and big busi¬ 

ness. As Hamlin Garland, one of George’s early followers, 

pointed out in an exposition and defense of the single-tax 

position: 

We are individualists mainly. Let that be understood at the 

start. We stand unalterably opposed to the paternal idea in gov¬ 

ernment. We believe in fewer laws and juster interpretation 

thereof. We believe in less interference with individual liberty, 

less protection of the rapacious demands of the few and more 

freedom of action on the part of the many.20 

Garland felt that all of this was in strict accord with the 

philosophy of Jefferson and the Declaration of Independ¬ 

ence, and with the theories of Herbert Spencer. But in the 

America of the eighties and nineties, doctrines of laissez faire 

and of the limited state were being twisted and distorted from 

their original meaning. Businessmen and judges took up 

the individualism of Jefferson and Spencer and converted it 

into a rationale for materialist exploitation. Resisting public 

intervention or government regulation when it confined or 

restrained special interests, the business community, how¬ 

ever, could see no inconsistency in an acceptance of the 

stream of subsidies and tariffs, of which Henry George and 

other individualists complained. This contradiction in the 

businessman’s thinking attracted the attention of James 
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Bryce, the celebrated English observer of American politics, 

who noted: 

One-half of the capitalists are occupied in preaching laissez 

faire as regards railroad control, the other half in resisting it in 

railroad rate matters, in order to have their goods carried more 

cheaply, and in tariff matters, in order to protect industries 

threatened with foreign competition. Yet they manage to hold 

well together.21 

In the eighties and nineties, the land monopoly that 

George had denounced in Progress and Poverty was almost 

being dwarfed in significance by the growth of large indus¬ 

trial combinations which in some ways were a direct result 

of the government’s land policies. Also encouraged by the 

philosophy of government aid to business, which had taken 

such a strong hold in Washington after the Civil War, in¬ 

dustrial trusts and combinations were still further aided and 

abetted by the Federal courts’ all-inclusive interpretation of 

the Fourteenth Amendment. Whether or not it was origi¬ 

nally intended only to protect the Negro freedman, there 

was little question that in practice the Fourteenth Amend¬ 

ment went far beyond the province of the Negro’s rights. 

The famous provision that “No State shall make or enforce 

any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of 

citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive 

any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process 

of law . . was interpreted by the courts to include, within 

the legal meaning of the word “person,” private corpora¬ 

tions. 

Thus the Fourteenth Amendment, with its due process 

clause protecting corporations as well as individuals, de¬ 

prived the states of the effective exercise of their police 

powers and by implication vastly extended the domain of 
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the Federal government. In effecting this transformation, the 

amendment helped to make possible the unrestrained rise of 

big business in the era following the Civil War. Later the 

techniques of exploitation and monopoly, thus encouraged, 

resulted in the progressives’ call for Federal regulatory legis¬ 

lation. But overlooked in the whole development was the 

initial responsibility of the Federal government in helping 

to create what it was subsequently called upon to regulate. 

As Henry Steele Commager has pointed out in his discussion 

of what he calls “the watershed of the nineties,” 

From the Interstate Commerce Act of 1887 and the Antitrust 

Act of 1890, we can conveniently date the beginnings of federal 

centralization; from Fuller’s appointment to the Chief Justice¬ 

ship in 1888, that revolutionary shift in the interpretation of the 

Fourteenth Amendment which did so much to nullify state ac¬ 

tion in the economic and social area. . . .22 

The limited power of the states to regulate commerce 

gradually became apparent as railroad networks crisscrossed 

state lines. Although the Supreme Court in the Granger 

cases of 1877 at first approved state regulation of railroad 

rates involving interstate traffic, it soon reversed its position 

and in a long line of decisions severely restricted the author¬ 

ity of the states over all types of interstate commerce. These 

decisions paved the way for the passage by Congress in 1887 

of the Interstate Commerce Act. Although subject to some 

opposition in Congress from state rights advocates who feared 

the growth of Federal power and the implications of the 

exercise of this power by a commission of five men, the bill 

was easily passed with the support of both political parties.23 

Establishing a nonpartisan regulatory body with quasi¬ 

judicial authority over the railroads, the Interstate Com¬ 

merce Act set a precedent for similar legislation in other 

areas. Of even greater importance was the fact that as soon 
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as Congress began to legislate in any field, the Supreme Court 

was quick to rule that its jurisdiction became exclusive. In 

the case of the railroads, for example, the Supreme Court 

held that a state could not regulate intrastate rates if such 

regulation would affect interstate business. Most authorities 

have accepted the contention that the diversity of regulation, 

which would be the outcome of forty-eight differing state 

laws, made Federal legislation necessary and desirable, both 

as a means of effective regulation and also to prevent indus¬ 

trial chaos and to enable business to operate along national 

lines. The important point, however, was that Federal, as op¬ 

posed to state, regulatory legislation was not necessarily a 

more effective control over business. If the destruction of big 

business were the sole aim, state regulation with all its di¬ 

versity would have been more damaging. But, whatever the 

merits of this argument, there was no doubt that the Su¬ 

preme Court’s interpretation of the commerce clause became 

a powerful incentive to the expansion of the powers of the 

Federal government. As one authority has noted: 

In all the efforts to attain greater national control, the com¬ 

merce clause has been the great source of power. The rate cases 

were all upheld under the commerce clause. The anti trust acts 

were upheld under the commerce clause. The encroachments of 

the States on each other and the Federal power, have been invali¬ 

dated under the commerce clause.24 

The entry of the Federal government into new spheres 

of economic regulation while it continued to pursue its 

lavish policy of grants and subsidies, provoked a mixed re¬ 

action from the citizenry. In general, of course, those who 

received its favors subscribed to the theory of governmental 

largess. Since the nation’s resources were great, it was easy to 

equate exploitation with progress. And, considered in purely 

materialistic terms, the decades after the Civil War were un- 
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doubtedly years of progress. Even the immigrants, who made 

up the bulk of the country’s unskilled labor and were 

crowded into urban slum areas, could usually look forward 

to a better standard of living for their children. Criticism of 

the policy which Parrington called Whiggery and likened to 

a great barbecue, therefore tended to confine itself to the 

demand for limited reforms of an administrative sort, such 

as the inauguration of a merit system in the civil service or 

the enforcement of more government aid and regulation. 

The whole idea of government regulation in order to 

counterbalance the practice of subsidies and bounties to the 

business community was an attractive theory, popular in the 

great run of reform circles. By the nineties, when the distress 

of the farmer in the West and South was matched only by 

the bitter struggles of labor in conflict with employers, the 

Jeffersonian doctrine of the noninterventionist state, which 

confined itself to the preservation of free competition, 

seemed discredited with nearly all shades of liberal and rad¬ 

ical opinion. Followers of Edward Bellamy, in line with the 

socialist utopia advocated in his best seller Looking Back¬ 

ward, organized a series of Nationalist clubs dedicated to 

the premise that the principle of competition was outmoded 

and needed to be supplanted by that of association. “The 

nationalization of industry and the promotion of the brother¬ 

hood of humanity” were the goals of the Bellamy National¬ 

ists.25 Like Bellamy’s disciples, the Populists verged upon 

socialism in their platform calling for government owner¬ 

ship or regulation of the railroads and the trusts. James Baird 

Weaver, Populist candidate for president in 1892, appeared 

to state a truism of reform ideology when he declared: “We 

have tried to show that competition is largely a thing of the 

past. Every force of our industrial life is hurrying on the age 

of combination. It is useless to try and stop the current. What 

we must do is in some way make it work for the good of all.” 
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Yet, with all their ideas, which seemed so radical at the time, 

the Populists basically believed in free enterprise, urging a 

program that sought to regulate the few in order to free the 

many and thus restore competition.26 

Deriding the hostility of those who attempted to discredit 

it through their excited fears of socialism, Benjamin O. 

Flower, in his reform journal, the Arena, maintained that 

Populism was “a revolt of the millions against the assump¬ 

tion of paternal authority on the part of the general govern¬ 

ment, and the prostitution of this authority or power for the 

enriching of a favored few.” Flower argued that Populism, 

like the ideas of Henry George and Thomas Jefferson, was 

essentially individualistic. Not socialist in the European 

sense of the term, it sought especially to combat the era of 

class legislation which had characterized the years since the 

Civil War. The “last full-throated attempt of the American 

dirt farmer to seize a government he had not wholly owned 

since Jackson’s day, and had not owned at all since the Civil 

War had ended,” was the way in which a later writer on the 

period characterized the Populist movement.27 

Though its roots were deep in the American tradition, the 

direction of Populist doctrines in the nineties was neverthe¬ 

less an indication that many of the discontented were begin¬ 

ning to think along illiberal lines in their demand for re¬ 

form. Throughout the agrarian South and West, the laissez- 

faire liberalism of Grover Cleveland’s second administration 

was much discredited by the time of Bryan’s free silver cam¬ 

paign of 1896. “Cleveland might be honest,” said Bryan, 

“but so were the mothers who threw their children into the 

Ganges.” To many, liberalism seemed to have evolved into a 

pro-corporation doctrine, in which the Supreme Court used 

Herbert Spencer’s laissez-faire precepts in order to protect 

railroads and other business enterprises from regulation by 

western state legislatures. Meanwhile liberals had followed 
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the will-o’-the-wisp of civil service reform, an administrative 

measure popular with upper-class liberals but providing 

little solid attraction to Populists or other radical liberals. 

Except for a small minority of stanch individualists of a 

mixed liberal and conservative persuasion, the whole reform 

camp — from socialists and Populists to conservative ex¬ 

ponents of a strong national state — stood ready to yield the 

values of traditional liberalism.28 

The abandonment of liberalism was to be made explicit in 

the 1900’s, when the reformers adopted the name Progres¬ 

sives and accepted much more than the liberals or Populists 

a frank nationalism and centralization under the aegis of the 

Federal government. But even before the turn of the cen¬ 

tury, old-fashioned liberals with a preference for limited 

government and a more simple economic order were becom¬ 

ing the voices of despair. Conservative in their desire to go 

back to older ways and in their pessimistic outlook on the 

future, these liberals or liberal-conservatives were above all 

else individualists. Their type of individualism, however, 

cut deeper than the so-called rugged individualism of the 

robber barons or business tycoons, who eagerly accepted pro¬ 

tective tariffs and government subsidies and zealously en¬ 

listed courts and legislatures as their allies in the achieve¬ 

ment of monopoly. 

William Graham Sumner, for example, was admittedly a 

conservative in his bitter hostility to socialism and in his 

defense of laissez faire and the rights of property. But Sum¬ 

ner also fought many a liberal battle and devoted much of 

his time to denouncing the protective tariff, which he called 

“the greatest job of all.” The crusade for government regula¬ 

tion in the United States, Sumner believed, was a counter¬ 

part of the German deification of the state and signified 

merely that all of us should take care of some of us. “The his- 
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tory of the human race is one long story of attempts by cer¬ 

tain persons and classes to obtain control of the power of the 

State, so as to win earthly gratifications at the expense of 

others.” The United States, he wrote, had started with the 

opportunity of choosing what it wanted from the European 

inheritance and, except for the Civil War, had on the whole 

adhered to the tradition of individualism. But by the eighties 

this individualism was again being badly compromised. “We 

have been borrowing old-world fashions and traditions all 

through our history, instead of standing firmly by the polit¬ 

ical and social philosophy of which we are the standard 

bearers.” 29 

Sumner’s complaints were echoed in the editorials of the 

Nation conducted by E. L. Godkin. To Godkin, government 

regulation spelled the beginnings of a policy of national so¬ 

cialism closely resembling the Bismarckian variety in Ger¬ 

many. For example, in reply to the arguments for Federal 

ownership of the railways, he asked what would happen 

when farmers wanted cheaper rates and labor higher pay? In 

the course of his editing, Godkin became progressively dis¬ 

illusioned with the prospects of democracy, not so much 

from fear of the uneducated masses as from the dangers of a 

corrupt plutocracy. In the comfortable shibboleths of the 

usual type of reformers, he saw no solution to the problems 

raised by the passing of the free lands of the frontier.30 And 

so, by the decade of the 18go’s, his earlier hopes for democracy 

gave way. He lost the idea that America would be different 

from Europe or that the great wealth gathered under Amer¬ 

ican business would be well used. The disturbances of the 

decade, culminating above all in the Spanish-American War 

and imperialism, strengthened his feeling that America was 

following the European pattern of development. Of democ¬ 

racy, he wrote to his old friend Charles Eliot Norton: 
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I have pretty much given it up as a contributor to the world’s 

moral progress. ... I, too, tremble at the thought of having a 

huge navy and the war-making power lodged in the hands of 

such puerile and thoughtless people — a hundred million strong. 

Morals in this community, except sexual morals, are entirely 

gone. . . . We all expect far too much of the human race. What 

stuff we used to talk.31 

While liberals’ hopes for democracy degenerated into an 

interpretation of history that regarded politics as a constant 

struggle of the people against the predatory interests seeking 

to gain control of the state, the more sophisticated conserva¬ 

tives were ready to make their peace with the idea of the 

regulatory state. Instead of fighting such legislation as the 

Interstate Commerce Act and the Sherman Antitrust Act, 

the business community secured rulings from the courts that 

largely negated the purpose of those vaguely drawn meas¬ 

ures. Asked in 1892 by a railroad official for his opinion of 

the wisdom of a projected effort to secure the abolition of the 

Interstate Commerce Commission, Richard Olney, a cor¬ 

poration lawyer destined to become in a few months attor¬ 

ney general of the United States, emphatically advised his 

correspondent against such a step. Pointing out that it might 

only result in strengthening the Commission by giving it 

additional powers, Olney added: 

The Commission, as its functions have now been limited by 

the courts, is, or can be made, of great use to the railroads. It 

satisfies the popular clamor for a government supervision of rail¬ 

roads, at the same time that that supervision is almost entirely 

nominal. Further, the older such a commission gets to be, the 

more inclined it will be found to take the business and railroad 

view of things. It thus becomes a sort of barrier between the rail¬ 

road corporations and the people and a sort of protection against 

hasty and crude legislation hostile to railroad interests. . . . 
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The part of wisdom is not to destroy the Commission, but to 
utilize it.32 

Two years later, when Olney as attorney general encour¬ 

aged Cleveland’s use of Federal troops to break the Pullman 

strike of 1894, he gave further point to the way in which the 

power of government could be used in behalf of big business. 

Henry D. Lloyd, author of a famous early expose of the 

Standard Oil Company’s monopolistic business techniques, 

observed that Cleveland’s intervention marked a shift in the 

traditions of the Democratic party. It sacrificed the long 

stand of the party against centralization “and surrendered 

both the rights of the States and the rights of man to the cen¬ 

tralised corporate despotism to which the presidency of the 

United States was then abdicated.” Lloyd, disillusioned with 

the sort of government regulation on which the special in¬ 

terests seemed to thrive, moved to a position of outright so¬ 

cialism. But government ownership, he insisted, must be¬ 

come a really popular democratic socialism, not just more 

“governmentalism.” Government, he asserted, must be only 

a means to an end. “The least democratic countries in the 

world have state coal mines and state railroads, but they have 

no ownership by the people. The socialism of a kingly state 

is kingly still; of a plutocratic state, plutocratic. We mean to 

transform at the same moment we transfer.” 33 

Much less cheerful than Lloyd at the prospects of living 

under a socialist utopia, Henry Adams nevertheless agreed 

with him that a new era was coming. “ The reaction of fash¬ 

ionable society against our old-fashioned liberalism is ex¬ 

treme,” he declared in 1897, “and wants only power to make 

it violent. I am waiting with curiosity to see whether the 

power will come — with the violence — in my time. As I 

view it, the collapse of our nineteenth century J. S. Mill, 

Manchester, Chicago formulas will be displayed — if at all 
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— by the collapse of Parliamentarianism, and the reversion 

to centralised government.” A year later, in the midst of a 

stay in Hungary where he was able to observe at first hand 

an example of state socialism, Henry wrote home to his 

brother Brooks that this was a form of society that deserved 

attention, especially in its possible connection with Russia. 

“All monopolies will be assumed by the State; as a corollary 

to the proposition that the common interest is supreme over 

the individual.” 34 

Whether in the direction of socialism, progressivism, or 

semianarchist despair, the retreat of the liberals was well ad¬ 

vanced by the turn of the century. The Spanish-American 

War and ensuing adventure in imperialism, coming on top 

of the hard times of the nineties, dashed even modest liberal 

expectations for the future. To conservative William 

Graham Sumner, the acquisition of the Philippines spelled 

The Conquest of the United States by Spain. And to the 

radical Tom Watson, the war doomed all reform hopes. 

“The blare of the bugle drowned the voice of the Re¬ 

former.” 35 Although the dismay of the anti-imperialist lib¬ 

erals was deepest, traditional liberals of whatever hue had 

little reason for optimism. Under the leadership of Theo¬ 

dore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, the trend toward big 

government and big business was destined to continue. In 

the midst of the popular enthusiasm for progressivism dur¬ 

ing the first decade of the twentieth century this was perhaps 

not so clear. But from the perspective of a later age it is pos¬ 

sible to see that the progressives were essentially nationalists, 

moving to a state socialism along European lines and owing 

relatively little to the American tradition of liberal individ¬ 

ualism. 



11 

The Progressives as Nationalists 

The progressive movement, which dominated the Amer¬ 

ican scene in the years from the turn of the century to United 

States entrance into World War I, was not primarily a liberal 

movement. It is true that the progressives fought for many a 

liberal cause and exposed many of the evils and inequities of 

post-Civil War industrial society. With the help of muckrak¬ 

ing journalists and other idealists, the progressives were also 

able to put into practice a number of reform schemes — par¬ 

ticularly in some of the old Populist strongholds in the West. 

But, in contrast to former American efforts at reform, pro- 

gressivism was based on a new philosophy, partly borrowed 

from Europe, which emphasized collective action through 

the instrumentality of the government. In the progressive 

state of Wisconsin, for example, German influences were 

powerful, and many of the reformers who supported the La 

Follette program had a great admiration for the social legis¬ 

lation of the German states.1 In the Federal government, and 

especially in the progressive philosophy of Theodore Roose¬ 

velt and his backers, this element of German nationalism 

and statism was equally strong. However liberal and ideal¬ 

istic such progressivism may have been in Wisconsin on a 

local grassroots level, on a national scale it came to have a 

quite different emphasis and ultimate purpose. 

Progressivism, as it flourished in Washington at the turn 

of the century, was an outgrowth of post-Civil War trends in 

171 
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the direction of a greater concentration and centralization of 

political and economic power in the Federal government. 

Though the drive toward nationalism had been gathering 

momentum in the latter half of the nineteenth century, no 

satisfactory synthesis was achieved until after the War with 

Spain and Theodore Roosevelt’s assumption of the presi¬ 

dency following McKinley’s assassination. Roosevelt as 

president exemplified to a superlative degree the national¬ 

istic side of progressivism. An enthusiastic believer in a 

strong centralized government, under firm executive leader¬ 

ship, Roosevelt was a patrician reformer who frankly 

preferred the principles of Alexander Hamilton to those 

of Thomas Jefferson. Concern over the welfare of the 

common man and an interest in clean government fitted in 

with his upper-class belief in the social responsibilities of the 

educated and wealthy citizen. At the same time he had only 

the greatest scorn for the kind of middle-class individualism 

and liberalism that emphasized minding one’s own business 

both at home and abroad. In foreign affairs Roosevelt, de¬ 

spite a range of interest that was world-wide, was not funda¬ 

mentally an internationalist in either thought or action. His 

major policies seldom rose above narrowly nationalistic con¬ 

siderations, and his venturesome diplomacy incited wide¬ 

spread animosity against the United States. 

Following his death, soon after the Armistice of 1918, 

H. L. Mencken penned a savage “Autopsy” of the late Presi¬ 

dent, in which he compared him to Frederick the Great and 

the Kaiser, in his love of armies and batteships, and to Nietz¬ 

sche, in his distrust of the masses. An incessant advocate of 

“the duty of the citizen to the state, with the soft pedal upon 

the duty of the state to the citizen,” Mencken depicted 

Roosevelt as an exemplar of the Bismarckian tradition of 

paternalistic reform from the top. 
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His instincts were always those of the property-owning Tory, 

not those of the romantic Liberal. All the fundamental objects of 

Liberalism — free speech, unhampered enterprise, the least pos¬ 

sible governmental interference — were abhorrent to him. . . . 

In all his career no one ever heard him make an argument for 

the rights of the citizen; his eloquence was always expended in 

expounding the duties of the citizen.2 

Mencken’s caustic appraisal has to some extent been rein¬ 

forced in later studies of Roosevelt’s career, but no one can 

question the Colonel’s great influence on his times or his 

contemporary popularity. Though junior to most of his po¬ 

litical associates, he gained the leadership of both progres¬ 

sive and imperialist forces in the United States, not only by 

virtue of being president but also by the possession of real 

abilities and a keen insight into the future. More than any¬ 

one else, he was responsible for Dewey’s fleet being stationed 

at Hong Kong ready for its fateful dash to the Philippines — 

a voyage that did so much to launch the United States upon 

the course of imperialism. In domestic affairs, Roosevelt 

understood the radical temper of the nineties and the in¬ 

tensity of the public revolt against the monopolistic practices 

of big business. Determined therefore to avert the danger of 

an agrarian return to Jeffersonian liberalism or of a social¬ 

istic expropriation of private property, Roosevelt by a judi¬ 

cious mixture of trustbusting and benevolent regulation 

helped to safeguard American big business. The problem, as 

he saw it in 1905, was “to work out methods of controlling 

the big corporations without paralyzing the energies of the 

business community.” 3 

Roosevelt’s middle-of-the-road course of action in regard 

to the trusts, unforgettably characterized by Mr. Dooley — 

“On wan hand I wud stamp thim undher fut; on th’ other 

hand not so fast” — was probably a popular compromise. 
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Although he disliked being cast in the role of a reformer, the 

rising rate of industrial combinations after the War with 

Spain forced Roosevelt into action. “Between 1898 and 

1903 trusts were formed in rapid succession. The census of 

1900 showed 185 industrial combinations, 73 of them capi¬ 

talized at $10,000,000 or more, turning out 14% of the in¬ 

dustrial products of the nation; 1901 witnessed the founding 

of the billion-dollar United States Steel corporation; and by 

1904, 318 trusts controlled two fifths of the manufacturing 

capital of the country.” 4 

In the technical sense of the term, trusts had been out¬ 

lawed by the courts in the 1880’s, but concentration of 

ownership continued apace. The Sherman Antitrust Act of 

1890, though designed to prevent such an outcome, actually 

had the effect of encouraging monopoly in the new form of 

the holding company. By using this device, corporations 

were able to achieve the results of an outright merger, or of 

informal trade agreements, without incurring the charge of 

monopoly or of intercompany collusive action. 

Meanwhile, the growth of big business was likewise en¬ 

couraged by some of the government’s more traditional 

policies. Thus, tariffs and government subsidies continued 

to be an important factor in preventing foreign competition 

wiLh American business. President Henry O. Havemeyer of 

the American Sugar Refining Company claimed with some 

exaggeration that “The mother of all trusts is the customs 

tariff bill.” Also vital to big business was United States pat¬ 

ent law, with its provisions granting exclusive rights to an 

inventor for seventeen years; this enabled companies to buy 

up and hoard patents, using such control to maintain a mo¬ 

nopoly. The United Shoe Company, for example, collected 

six thousand patents to protect its manufacturing process. It 

is not surprising therefore that an authority on the economic 

history of the progressive era, in noting the decline of laissez 
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faire before the forces of reform, has pointed out the paradox 

that much of the regulatory legislation, which was passed 

with the idea of restoring free competition, had precisely the 

opposite effect.5 In other words, government legislation was 

the greatest single factor in the decline of the very liberal 

economy that it sought to preserve and protect. Moreover, 

the progressive type of legislation, instead of encouraging 

democracy or competitive capitalism, in some ways perhaps, 

only made the whole economic system more difficult to op¬ 

erate. 

Even when government withdrew its favors to business 

interests, as in the case of the decision to preserve as much 

of the national domain as possible from unregulated private 

exploitation, compensation was quickly forthcoming in sub¬ 

stitute fields. In the Roosevelt administration, for example, 

business more than regained the advantages it lost through 

conservation by the new opportunities for industrial expan¬ 

sion that it received in connection with United States naval 

building and dollar diplomacy. Moreover, the conservation 

movement, sometimes pointed to as T.R.’s most lasting 

achievement, was in itself largely a nationalistic device popu¬ 

larized with much fanfare and publicity by Roosevelt and 

his friend Gifford Pinchot, chief of the United States Forest 

Service. After a century in which rapid exploitation of the 

resources of the West was encouraged in every way, the 

United States suddenly faced the prospect of potential ex¬ 

haustion at a time when it was actively engaging in interna¬ 

tional rivalry with the other great powers of the world. Im¬ 

perialism, with overseas markets and colonies, was one 

means of building up the nation’s military might, but gen¬ 

erally overlooked was the way in which conservation was 

also intimately related to economic preparedness in the 

event that the nation might be plunged into a major war. 

The new nationalistic philosophy was clearly stated by 
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Charles R. Van Hise, president of the University of Wiscon¬ 

sin and one of the early leaders of the conservation move¬ 

ment. In a chapter of his standard work on the subject, en¬ 

titled “Conservation and Patriotism,” Van Hise noted that 

the era of free land was gone. In place of the individualism 

of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, “He who thinks 

not of himself primarily, but of his race, and of its future, is 

the new patriot.” 6 Also a stanch advocate of governmental 

controls over the economy, Van Hise in his book Concentra¬ 

tion and Control, published in 1912, suggested as a solution 

to the trust problem in the United States a frank recognition 

of the tendency toward concentration, and an equal accept¬ 

ance of regulation through Federal commissions and admin¬ 

istrative rulings. Critical of the policy of trying to enforce 

free competition by the antitrust laws, he declared: 

It is to be noted that the development from pool to trust, from 

trust to holding company, and from holding company to com¬ 

plete consolidation, has been accelerated by the laws which exist 

in restraint of trade. The dissolution of pools by the courts led to 

the trust; the dissolution of the trust led to the holding corpora¬ 

tion; the dissolution of the holding corporation at the present 

time is now leading to the consolidated company. 

In contrast to the attitude in Western Europe, the American 

people were fearful of trusts and cartels; but Van Hise 

pointed out that, unless the United States was prepared to 

follow the European example, it would fall behind in the 

competition for world trade. If the Sherman Act continued 

to be enforced, American manufacturers would have to rely 

on the home market. “The United States,” he concluded, 

“cannot successfully compete in the world’s markets without 

large industrial units.” 7 

Although President Roosevelt at first went along with the 

concept of trustbusting, any plans he may have had for the 
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restoration of free competition soon yielded to the various 

contemporary pressures for a stronger economic nationalism. 

The growing twentieth-century rivalry for world trade indi¬ 

cated the need for such nationalism both at home and abroad. 

The net result of Roosevelt’s policies in the instance of the 

trusts was not, therefore, a restoration of competition but a 

strengthening of the hand of the Federal government at the 

expense of the states. Although the borderline between state 

and Federal authority over the economy was often difficult 

to draw, the courts generally resolved any doubts in favor of 

Washington. This had been done in the case of the railroads, 

where the courts’ interference with state regulation neces¬ 

sitated Federal action and resulted in the ineffective Inter¬ 

state Commerce Act of 1887. The powers of the Commission 

were strengthened during the Roosevelt administration, but 

not to the point desired by western radicals, and the charge 

was made that the railroads actually pleaded for certain types 

of Federal legislation in order to avert the possibility of a 

new onslaught of state laws.8 

This same story was repeated in regard to pure food and 

drug legislation. The Supreme Court, in a series of cases 

asserting exclusive Federal power over interstate commerce, 

denied to the states the right to interfere with the interstate 

shipment of goods in their original packages, thus making it 

difficult to enforce state liquor or pure food and drug laws. 

Undoubtedly, there was great abuse of the public by the 

patent medicine evil, by the use of dangerous adulterants 

and preservatives in food, and by false and misleading adver¬ 

tising. All these evils were much attacked by the medical 

associations and by the Bureau of Chemistry of the Depart¬ 

ment of Agriculture under Dr. Harvey M. Wiley. When it 

was finally passed by Congress in 1906 the Pure Food and 

Drug Act, together with a meat inspection law, represented 

a victory for the idea of government curbs on business. Yet, 
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at the same time, these measures marked still another tri¬ 

umph of Federal power over the states. In pure food and 

drug legislation, the Federal government had the valuable 

aid of the courts as well as the advantages of the publicity 

aroused by Upton Sinclair’s famous muckraking novel, The 

Jungle, and by Dr. Wiley’s campaign for national action. 

But curiously, the pure food and drug law, as first enacted, 

failed to deal with the real crux of the problem — mislead¬ 

ing and improper advertising — and it therefore had to be 

considerably amended five years later.9 

The passage of the progressive legislation of the early 

1900’s, and the consequent enlargement of the scope of the 

Federal government, was accompanied by the development 

of a new ideology of reform. Obviously, the old Jeffersonian 

concepts would not do. Traditional liberalism, economic 

laissez faire, and the idea of the limited state were of little use 

in explaining the origins or significance of the progressives’ 

program. Even Andrew Jackson, with all his thunder against 

banks and monopolies, and despite his nationalism and free 

use of the executive power, was not a suitable progenitor of 

progressivism. Such later-day agrarians as the Populists of 

the 1890’s were also not fit predecessors of the progressive 

movement of the next decade. The Populists’ primary con¬ 

cern, after all, was the interests of the dirt farmer, and their 

goal of an agrarian-type society could not help but repel the 

sophisticated urban reformers who took the lead in the pro¬ 

gressive cause. 

In contrast to the bleak despair of labor and farmers in the 

i8go’s and the desperate class-conscious radicalism of the 

Populists, the progressives were on the hopeful side — at 

least in the beginnings of the movement. Coming into power 

on the high tide of prosperity after the successful War with 

Spain, they were confident of ushering in a new utopia. Un¬ 

like agrarian-dominated Populism, the reform of progres- 
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sivism, as Eric Goldman points out, was to be “a product of 

the cities as much as of the farms, an amalgam of the Best 

People’s liberalism and the nobody’s Populism, a middle 

doctrine for a nation rapidly committing itself to middle- 

class ways of thinking. Progiessivism accepted business 

America, even was enthusiastic about it, and aimed merely 

to correct abuses. . . . The restoration of opportunity by 

giving stronger powers to more democratized governments, 

a businesslike restoration with no disreputable caterwaul¬ 

ing, . . . was a sweepingly appealing program, the most na¬ 

tional one since the Republican platform that rode Lincoln 

into the White House. . . .” 10 

For a time during the depressed 1890’s, large numbers of 

voters had seemed ready for almost any solution to their eco¬ 

nomic plight — whether Populism, socialism, or anarchism. 

But despite growing popular resentment over the favored 

position of big business, most Americans in the final analysis 

preferred to avoid a radical effort to solve their problems. 

Certainly, there were few who dared to propose what might 

have been the most drastic of reforms —- the removal of all 

government aid to economic enterprise. Instead, the panacea 

for the hard times of the nineties, as it was again to be the 

attempted remedy in the 1930’s, was a tightening of the 

bonds that tied politics to economic life. This type of pro¬ 

gram, in essence, was the same as that already being effected 

in many parts of Western Europe, notably in Germany and 

in England, where the industrial revolution had taken a 

strong hold. It was not without significance therefore that, as 

industrialism also gained pre-eminence in the United States 

of the post-Civil War era, American reformers and scholars 

should turn to Bismarck’s Germany and to the Fabian So¬ 

cialists in England as models for their political and economic 

theories.11 

Industrial growth and combination, it was argued by pro- 



180 THE DECLINE OF AMERICAN LIBERALISM 

gressives and reformers on both sides of the Atlantic, must be 

paralleled by a consolidation of regulatory powers in a cen¬ 

tralized national government. Society in the future would 

have to be based more and more on an explicit subordination 

of the individual to a collectivist, or nationalized, political 

and social order. This change, generally explained as one of 

progress and reform, was of course also highly important in 

building up nationalistic sentiment. At the same time, the 

rising authority and prestige of the state served to weaken 

the vestiges of internationalism and cosmopolitanism and to 

intensify the growing imperialistic rivalries. With Roosevelt 

and his fellow progressives, the United States came of age as 

a great power, following England and Germany upon the 

world stage, and like them adopting the techniques of stat- 

ism in the guise of reform. Carrying the confusion of terms 

to extremes, many of those who supported Bismarck’s pol¬ 

icies in Germany called themselves National Liberals, while 

the Liberal party in England under Lloyd George pushed 

through a Bismarckian program of nationalistic social legis¬ 

lation. In the United States, too, the progressives of both 

parties liked to think of their nationalistic measures as “lib¬ 

eral.” 

Underlying the example of practical, nationalistic reform 

in Germany, England, and the United States was a new ide¬ 

ology that placed heavy emphasis on the Darwinian theory 

of evolution and the economic interpretation of history. 

American intellectuals studying abroad were impressed 

with the new theories and, most important of all, returned 

home eager and ready to apply them to the reform cause. 

Darwinism, interpreted by Herbert Spencer as a justification 

of laissez faire, with government refraining from interfer¬ 

ence with the normal evolution of society, was redefined in 

terms of Darwinism as social control. According to reform¬ 

ers, evolution was not primarily a story of individuals in a 
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“dog-eat-dog” competition with each other, but it indicated 

rather the success of individuals in a struggle with their en¬ 

vironment. The lesson it taught was not laissez faire but 

social control. Instead of individuals being forced to adapt 

themselves to their environment, governments and reform 

agencies, the progressives believed, could help reshape the 

environment to meet the needs of individuals or of the spe¬ 

cies. Darwinian evolution, expressed in social terms, became 

reformism. 

Also put to new use was the economic interpretation of 

history. Formerly the doctrine of conservative businessmen 

and statesmen, who from the time of Alexander Hamilton 

had adopted it as an argument for government protection 

of property interests, economic determinism was now called 

upon to justify government regulation of big business in the 

interests of the state. The economic motive was invoked to 

explain the rapacity of the plutocracy, and the thesis was ad¬ 

vanced that reform could be accomplished only by opposing 

interest to interest. Thus, the national economic interest was 

deemed superior to that of the individual or group self- 

interest, and reform efforts were directed to furthering what 

was considered the welfare of the nation as a whole. 

Both economic determinism and the theory of evolution 

were extremely important as weapons of social criticism. 

The contention that all ideas represented economic inter¬ 

ests offered a medium through which abstract ideas, hitherto 

conceived as absolutes, could be tied to the motives of a 

single class, group, or individual. At the same time the evo¬ 

lutionary hypothesis posited a world in a state of constant 

change or development, in which ideas too were changing, 

and in which the truths of one generation might become the 

falsehoods of the next. “The eternal verities become, first, 

relative truths, then half-truths, or less than half-truths, even 

deliberate falsehoods. . . . Truth, in short, is a plan of ac- 
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don which is operationally successful.” Such arguments, 

pointing to the relativist nature of truth and to its continual 

evolution under the impact of economic forces, were 

summed up in the philosophy of pragmatism and popular¬ 

ized in the writings and teachings of William James and 

John Dewey. Although the pragmatists were much con¬ 

cerned with the individual, they emphasized the importance 

of society and of the environment in effecting their goal of 

individual improvement. Inevitably, too, they stressed social 

and political reform, and pragmatism accordingly became 

the philosophy of the progressive movement, while pragma¬ 

tists and progressives alike looked to the national state as the 

means of attaining their goals.12 

Critics of pragmatism have lashed out at its doctrine of 

relativism for breeding “ideological eunuchs,” and for lead¬ 

ing to a philosophy of expediency. The association of evolu¬ 

tion and economic interpretation, phrased as a union of 

Darwin and Marx, has been denounced as the source of the 

intellectual confusion of the modern age. Pragmatism, 

moreover, has been attacked not only for justifying the 

means by the end but for its undue emphasis upon means 

until they themselves became the end.13 But pragmatism, 

and especially pragmatism in its relationship to the progres¬ 

sive movement, was perhaps most open to criticism from its 

own point of view, and for failing to live up to its own pre¬ 

cepts. Whether or not such an outcome was an inevitable 

result of their teachings, it became increasingly evident that 

the pragmatists’ and progressives’ emphasis upon the state 

as a means of reform could easily lead to a situation in which 

the state appeared as the end or goal of all political and social 

change. The individual, in other words, would be dwarfed 

by the nationalism of the progressives. 

In the same fashion, pragmatists and progressives, though 
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quick to criticize the past, were not always equally eager to 

apply the canons of relativism and economic interpretation 

of history to their own philosophy. Thus, progressives ig¬ 

nored the fact that their goals, too, were relative and subject 

not only to change but also to realistic, hardheaded economic 

and political criticism. As pragmatism sublimated its critical 

approach into a philosophy for the progressive movement, it 

began to lose its earlier liberal significance. From a philos¬ 

ophy of social criticism, it became an opportunistic program 

for political and social action. This shift from critical ideas 

to positive action entailed a change in eventual goals — 

from the emancipation of the individual to the aggrandize¬ 

ment of the powers of the national state. 

A common substratum, underlying the whole progressive 

case, was the belief that the realities of modern economics 

and the theory of evolution made laissez-faire liberalism an 

old-fashioned and outmoded guide to political affairs. Tra¬ 

ditional individualism was regarded as doomed, but the 

coming collectivism, it was felt, need not necessarily be so¬ 

cialism. For example, Charles W. Eliot, president of Har¬ 

vard University, saw an American collectivism developing 

along the lines of the old New England community/instead 

of in the direction of a confiscatory socialism.14 

In the progressives’ battle against the laissez-faire con¬ 

cepts, which they viewed as still dominant in the political 

and economic order, every branch of the social sciences was 

enlisted. As early as 1884 a group of professional economists 

in forming a national organization drew up a platform which 

asserted: 

We regard the state as an educational and ethical agency whose 

positive aid is an indispensable condition of human progress. 

While we recognize the necessity of individual initiative in in- 
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dustrial life, we hold that the doctrine of laissez-faire is unsafe in 

politics and unsound in morals; and that it suggests an inade¬ 

quate explanation of the relations between the state and the 

citizens.15 

A generation later, Simon N. Patten, a nationalist and opti¬ 

mist in his economic theories, which through his students 

had some influence upon the New Deal, published as a work 

in the American Social Progress Series his New Basis of Civi¬ 

lization (1907). According to Professor Patten, the old era of 

economic individualism had led to ruthless exploitation of 

the nation’s resources. But these resources were still abun¬ 

dant enough to stamp out poverty and make possible further 

progress, if only they were subject to adequate social con¬ 

trols. 

Along with economists and sociologists, other scholars 

called for the abolition of laissez faire and the institution of 

scientific social reform. At the same time jurists, political 

scientists, and historians united to show how the Constitu¬ 

tion and courts had long supported laissez faire and con¬ 

servative property interests in violation of popular democ¬ 

racy. J. Allen Smith’s Spirit of American Government, a 

pioneer work in the economic interpretation of the Consti¬ 

tution, later much reinforced and documented by Charles 

Beard’s famous volume, influenced among other progres¬ 

sives both Theodore Roosevelt and Robert M. La Follette. 

The book strengthened progressives’ demand for constitu¬ 

tional changes and weakened the case for conservatives’ 

devotion to the sanctity of the Constitution. Overlooked, 

however, by most progressives was Smith’s insistence on the 

importance of reviving local government.16 As another 

writer, the author of An Essay on the Present Distribution of 

Wealth in the United States, noted, “The smaller the area, 

the stronger the pressure of public opinion. As a rule, the 
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middle classes can control the legislation enacted under their 

eyes by those whom they know, but only the wealthier classes 

can act unitedly and effectively upon legislation at the na¬ 

tional capital.” 17 Also important as a reform document, 

utilized by the progressive movement, was Charles Beard’s 

An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution, but Beard 

did not write history with the needs of the progressives nec¬ 

essarily in mind.18 

This task of formulating the ideology of progressivism 

into a systematic treatise was achieved most notably in Her¬ 

bert Croly’s Promise of American Life. Ten years in prepa¬ 

ration, the Croly book was taken up by Theodore Roosevelt 

and applied in the Progressive party campaign in 1912. Croly 

reciprocated Roosevelt’s enthusiasm by praising the Presi¬ 

dent as the leading example of a constructive, nationalistic, 

and progressive reformer. When his book was published in 

1909, Croly had just turned forty. Five years later he became 

editor of the New Republic, and during World War I, he 

supported Wilson and the New Freedom with all the same 

fervor that he had shown earlier in regard to Roosevelt’s 

New Nationalism. It was not without significance that Croly, 

who was such an influential and enthusiastic adherent of the 

progressive movement in the United States, derived many 

of his ideas, as well as a good part of his early education, from 

abroad. One student of the period has called him an Amer¬ 

ican follower of Comte, and there was certainly much of the 

positivist philosophy in his Promise of American Life.19 

Croly began his long and detailed work with an attack on 

the theory of laissez faire and a plea that traditional Jeffer¬ 

sonian individualism be replaced by a more realistic philos¬ 

ophy. His basic hostility to Jefferson he illustrated in his ref¬ 

erence to Alexander Hamilton, Jefferson’s arch Federalist 

rival, as “much the finer man and much the sounder thinker 

and statesman.” The Jeffersonian tradition, Croly believed, 
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was inimical to a valid concept of nationalism, and he criti¬ 

cized the notion that opposition to national consolidation 

was the true mark of a democrat. The Jacksonians, he 

pointed out, had, by acting on this premise, destroyed such 

examples of nationalism as the Bank of the United States and 

the budding civil service bureaucracy. While Croly praised 

early Westerners as the first Americans to think in truly 

national terms, uniting democracy wTith nationalism, the 

abolitionists, no less than southern secessionists, earned his 

criticism for their weakening of national unity. Also the 

abolitionists made use of the natural rights argument, which 

Croly considered “one of the most perverted and danger¬ 

ous ... of all perverted conceptions of democracy. . . . 

Such a conception of democracy is in its efEect inevitably rev¬ 

olutionary, and merely loosens the social and national bond.” 

Abraham Lincoln, on the other hand, won Croly’s approval 

because, although no abolitionist, he had refused to follow 

the old Clay-Webster policy of compromise on slavery. In 

Croly’s eyes, abolitionism was too radical and Whig compro¬ 

mise too weak; only a vigorous middle-class, middle-of-the- 

road, nationalistic policy won his respect.20 

The American philosophy of equal rights and of no gov¬ 

ernment interference in private enterprise, Croly saw as 

leading inevitably to the conquest of the weak by the strong. 

The opportunities of a frontier society no longer existed in 

the United States, and government therefore must become a 

partner of the American people, while liberal followers of 

Jefferson would have to take over Hamilton’s nationalistic 

methods. What was necessary, accordingly, was open govern¬ 

ment intervention in the economy and a redistribution of 

wealth. 

The Promise of American Life is to be fulfilled — not merely 

by a maximum amount of economic freedom, but by a certain 
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measure of discipline; not merely by the abundant satisfaction of 

individual desires, but by a large measure of individual subordi¬ 

nation and self-denial. . . . 

The automatic fulfillment of the American national Promise 

is to be abandoned, if at all, precisely because the traditional 

American confidence in individual freedom has resulted in a 

morally and socially undesirable distribution of wealth. 

Urging democracy to exercise what he called “constructive 

discrimination,” Croly explained: 

Whatever the national interest may be, it is not to be asserted 

by the political practice of non-interference. The hope of auto¬ 

matic democratic fulfillment must be abandoned. The national 

government must step in and discriminate; but it must dis¬ 

criminate, not on behalf of liberty and the special individual, but 

on behalf of equality and the average man. 

The practice of laissez faire and nonintervention, Croly 

maintained, was as dangerously selective as positive interfer¬ 

ence and selection by the state. “Impartiality,” he con¬ 

cluded, “is the duty of the judge rather than the statesman, 

of the courts rather than the government.” 21 

Croly realized that he was treading on dangerous ground 

in his onslaught upon traditional American ideals of free¬ 

dom, and he frankly admitted that the corollary of the sur¬ 

render of individualism was that “the American state will in 

effect be making itself responsible for a morally and socially 

desirable distribution of wealth.” Like most of his fellow 

progressives, Croly believed that reform, to be effective, must 

be national in scope. Theodore Roosevelt accordingly won 

his warm praise as a reformer who was in the tradition of 

Hamiltonian nationalism. In contrast to a figure like Bryan, 

Roosevelt realized that reform could not be separated from 

nationalism. “He has, indeed,” wrote Croly, “been even 

more of a nationalist than he has a reformer.” Roosevelt, to 
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Croly, was a Hamiltonian with the difference that he ac¬ 

cepted democracy and then emancipated it from its Jeffer¬ 

sonian heritage.22 

In the latter half of his influential volume, Croly turned 

to a discussion of specific reform measures. Of some popular 

pieces of progressive legislation, particularly those looking 

toward a more direct democracy, Croly was openly cynical. 

Majority rule should not always be morally or nationally 

binding, he felt, while the secret ballot, direct government 

by the people, and more frequent elections might only 

damage democracy by making it less workable. In the same 

way, civil service reform hurt efficiency by enabling em¬ 

ployees to become independent of their superiors. The 

political boss he condoned as necessary in an age of increas¬ 

ing specialization in order to overcome “a separation of 

actual political power from official political responsibil¬ 

ity.” 23 

Among constructive changes that Croly recommended 

was repeal of the Sherman Act and substitution of a national 

incorporation law with a Federal commission to regulate 

business. The government would also grant recognition to 

labor unions and, at the same time, control their operations. 

In all phases of his program Croly distinguished between 

nationalism and a European type of centralization. But 

Croly also felt that the United States, coming more and 

more to resemble the society and government of Europe, 

must copy European ways. In the realm of foreign affairs he 

accepted the need of a larger army and navy to go along with 

American interests abroad, and he defended war as a some¬ 

times useful agent of civilization. While it would be inac¬ 

curate to apply the label “fascist” to Croly’s ideas, there was 

no mistaking the extreme nationalistic tenor of his program 

or its similarities to a frankly collectivist and paternalistic 

type of corporate state.24 
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Although Herbert Croly accepted war as a possible resort, 

he was much less bellicose in his attitude toward foreign af¬ 

fairs than most progressives including, of course, Roosevelt 

himself and others like Senator Beveridge and Admiral 

Mahan, who were outspoken exponents of a policy of over¬ 

seas imperialism. The progressive bloc in Congress generally 

followed Roosevelt and Beveridge in supporting a big navy 

and dollar diplomacy. The real political opposition to im¬ 

perialism came from a small group of Democrats and Popu¬ 

lists, although many of them, it was true, had originally 

supported the Spanish-American War as a fight for the 

liberation of Cuba. In foreign affairs therefore it was the 

anti-imperialists, rather than the progressives, who deserve 

the name “liberal.” 26 

Historians, who make too rigid a distinction between for¬ 

eign and domestic policy, have overlooked this intimate re¬ 

lationship between the aggressive foreign policy of the pro¬ 

gressives and their emphasis on nationalism in home affairs. 

Likewise, many liberals themselves shared the historians’ 

later confusion. So redoubtable an anti-imperialist as Carl 

Schurz, for example, nevertheless was enthusiastic over 

many of Roosevelt’s domestic policies. But in such instances 

as the progressives’ increasing acceptance of compulsory 

military training and of the white man’s burden, there were 

obvious reminders of the paternalism of much of their eco¬ 

nomic reform legislation. Imperialism, according to a recent 

student of American foreign policy, was a revolt against 

many of the values of traditional liberalism. “The spirit of 

•imperialism was an exaltation of duty above rights, of col¬ 

lective welfare above individual self-interest, the heroic 

values as opposed to materialism, action instead of logic, the 

natural impulse rather than the pallid intellect. 28 Such a 

description of imperialism also serves as a good evaluation of 

the temper of Theodore Roosevelt s nationalism, which 
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achieved a new intensity in the election years 1910 and 1912. 

In the two campaigns, Croly’s book, touching the whole 

range of progressive policy, both foreign and domestic, was 

an especially pertinent document because its emphasis was 

on the nationalistic side of progressivism. It was this aspect, 

rather than any ideas of liberal reform, that won out in the 

formation of the Progressive party under Roosevelt’s leader¬ 

ship. Earlier the former President had come home from his 

expedition to Africa, where he had hunted big game and 

lived the strenuous life. Returning by way of Europe, Roose¬ 

velt had reviewed troops with the German Kaiser, delivered 

several addresses, and talked seriously with the English Lib¬ 

erals, Herbert Asquith, Lloyd George, and Sir Edward 

Grey. While abroad Roosevelt had also managed to read 

The Promise, and he announced that the volume was “the 

most profound and illuminating study of our national con¬ 

ditions which has appeared in many years.” 27 

Soon after Roosevelt’s ship docked, author Croly received 

an invitation to lunch with the Colonel at Oyster Bay, and 

though the personal relationship waned, there was no lack 

of Croly’s philosophy in the program of the New National- 

isrrL which Roosevelt announced in his famous speech at 

Osawatomie, Kansas, on August 31, 1910. Couched in dema¬ 

gogic terms, the address was filled with T.R.’s own peculiar 

mixture of moralism and nationalism. Equality of opportu¬ 

nity, he told his listeners, while essential to give every man 

a fair chance in life, also meant that “the commonwealth 

will get from every citizen the highest service of which he is 

capable. No man who carries the burden of the special privi¬ 

leges of another can give to the commonwealth that service 

to which it is fairly entitled.” Reiterating his belief in an 

efficient army and navy, Roosevelt warned progressives “con¬ 

tinually to remember Uncle Sam’s interests abroad.” 28 

Though the progressives’ triumphs in the Congressional 
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elections of 1910 were not due to Roosevelt’s campaigning, 

his speeches along with Croly’s Promise marked another 

break in the traditional reform pattern of liberal individ¬ 

ualism. In contrast to this, the New Nationalism, though not 

socialist in a Marxist sense, verged upon collectivism in its 

extreme statism. Croly, not running for public office, was 

unalarmed at the criticism of his book as socialistic, and 

actually the collectivism of both the Promise and the Pro¬ 

gressive party was more nationalistic than socialist. Business 

leaders accordingly, instead of being fearful of the New 

Nationalism, rallied to Roosevelt as a possible Republican 

candidate in place of Taft. When Roosevelt criticized the 

President for his prosecution of the United States Steel 

Corporation under the antitrust laws, he won the even 

greater confidence of the business community and at the 

same time helped to counteract the effect of some of his own 

radical speeches. 

By January 1912, representatives of business and finance 

were turning in force to Roosevelt as a presidential candi¬ 

date. Daniel Willard, president of the Baltimore and Ohio 

Railroad, felt that the ex-President was the safest of the so- 

called progressives, while T.R.’s chief backer was George 

W. Perkins of J. P. Morgan and United States Steel. Pub¬ 

lisher Frank A. Munsey, another important supporter, when 

asked for his advice on a vital speech, suggested that Roose¬ 

velt urge a frank statism. Even though the speech backfired 

because of Roosevelt’s advocacy of the recall of state judicial 

decisions, the general tenor of the address was conservative 

and designed to appeal to the business world. Moreover, 

Roosevelt was careful to explain that his seemingly radical 

plan for the judiciary was necessary in order to push through 

his reforms and thus head off the dangerous ideas of Bryan 

and the socialists.29 

The mixture of nationalism and paternalism continued 
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throughout the brief history of the Progressive party. George 

W. Perkins, in particular, strengthened his hold on its af¬ 

fairs, and he was responsible for the deletion of the antitrust 

plank from the 1912 platform. Perkins personally favored 

government regulation of the trusts through a commission 

empowered to set prices on industrial goods, and he, together 

with Frank Munsey, represented an element in the party 

and in the business community that especially admired Ger¬ 

man nationalism and the system of state reforms instituted 

by Bismarck. Roosevelt’s own brand of progressivism was 

not unmarked by European parallels and had an obvious 

paternalism associated with its nationalism. Sensible regula¬ 

tion, Roosevelt had come to believe, was superior to trust- 

busting and a vain attempt at a return to an era of free com¬ 

petition. Appealing mostly to business groups and the urban 

voter, the New Nationalism was the antithesis of what the 

western farmer desired, and it has been suggested that Roose¬ 

velt’s support in the West was a personal endorsement made 

in spite of his program. Though the seedbed of the progres¬ 

sive movement was in the Populist revolt of the nineties, the 

Progressive party was actually closer in its spirit and ideas to 

the later reforms of the New Deal than it was to Populism 

or to Wilson’s New Freedom.30 

Roosevelt himself, though disappointed by defeat in 1912, 

did not become completely embittered until he was forced 

to remain on the sidelines while Wilson led the country 

through World War I. More hopeful of democracy than 

some of his upper-class friends — Henry and Brooks Adams, 

for example — Roosevelt and his associates in the progres¬ 

sive movement nevertheless helped to turn reform further 

away from liberalism. Skeptical of either liberalism or T.R.’s 

progressivism, the Adamses were certain that the United 

States was following Europe toward state socialism. Increas¬ 

ing centralization and consolidation, leading to a revolution- 
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ary climax, was the theme that Brooks Adams had set forth 

as early as 1895 in The Law of Civilization and Decay. In 

this and in his later writings, Brooks swallowed the bitter pill 

and proceeded to carry to its logical conclusion the national¬ 

ism of Roosevelt and Croly. Imperialism, a greater mili¬ 

tancy, a stronger national government, and a more effective 

public administration were the younger Adams’s panaceas 

for staving off an impending social revolution.31 

The Brooks Adams prescription of an imperialist state so¬ 

cialism was an extension of the Roosevelt-Croly version of 

nationalism. With so many progressives and reformers im¬ 

bued with enthusiasm for the ideas of the New Nationalism, 

defense of liberalism was left in the hands of a dwindling 

minority of its traditional adherents, aided by a strange mix¬ 

ture of libertarians, which included radical socialists as well 

as old-fashioned conservatives. Socialists, though much di¬ 

vided among themselves, had no basic objection, of course, 

to the idea of government regulation of the economy. But 

socialists were not prepared to believe that the paternalistic 

nationalism of the progressives would ever lead to true so¬ 

cialism. Likening the trend toward economic and political 

monoply to a kind of benevolent feudalism, W. J. Ghent, 

the socialist writer, described the New Nationalism as the 

outline of a society in which “The State becomes stronger 

in its relation to the propertyless citizen, weaker in its rela¬ 

tion to the man of capital.” Conservatives complained of the 

usurpation of authority by the government and its executive 

branch. The danger of the growing powers of the president, 

and the extreme difficulty of interposing any constitutional 

check on such powers, was pointed out by William Howard 

Taft in airing his side of his well-known differences with 

Roosevelt. Also fearful of this tremendous centralization of 

authority, the New York World's liberal editor asked: 

“Where will it all end? Despotism? Caesarism? . . 32 
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To many of these critics of the Roosevelt variety of na¬ 

tionalistic progressivism, Woodrow Wilson’s election seemed 

to promise a return to older ways. The New Freedom as out¬ 

lined by the former Princeton professor and such advisers as 

Louis D. Brandeis, who believed that competition could be 

made to work, was more hopefully liberal than the New 

Nationalism. During the 1912 campaign, Wilson, who T.R. 

complained was “not a Nationalist,” attacked the bureau¬ 

cratic statism and paternalism of Roosevelt’s social welfare 

program, offering in its stead a Jeffersonian view of society. 

“The history of liberty,” Wilson declared, “is the history of 

the limitation of governmental power. ... If America is 

not to have free enterprise, then she can have freedom of no 

sort whatever.” 33 But the New Freedom was destined to 

suffer its own contradictions, and it was also cut short per¬ 

haps by American entrance into World War I. By the con¬ 

clusion of that crusade, the confusion and rout of the liberals 

would be all but complete. 



12 

America Enters the Struggle for 

Power 

The years of World War I brought the United States for 

the first time since the American Revolution into close 

political relationship with Europe. These years also climaxed 

a period in which American life and thought had increas¬ 

ingly begun to parallel that of Europe. Much of this con¬ 

tact, however, instead of bringing about a greater degree of 

international understanding, had acted merely to heighten 

nationalist feeling. The very entry of the United States into 

world affairs, somewhat ironically perhaps, seemed to in¬ 

tensify the official and popular desire to build up American 

military strength and power. 

By the turn of the century, isolationism, fast vanishing in 

politics, was also breaking down in the realm of thought. 

The millions of immigrants who came to the New World, 

and the American scholars returning from the Continent, 

each helped to familiarize the American public with a broad 

variety of European ideas and ideologies. Many of the new 

currents of thought carried over from Europe were con¬ 

cerned with social changes that depended for their effective¬ 

ness upon the direct intervention of the government. This 

emphasis upon a kind of reform that was essentially national¬ 

istic and socialistic in its approach came at a time when the 

older American individualism, continually weakened since 

'95 
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the Civil War, was rapidly disappearing. Although inter¬ 

national socialism had never experienced in America the 

relative success that it enjoyed in prewar Europe, much of 

its program had been embraced indirectly in the progressive 

movement of the early 1900’s. Under progressivism, Ameri¬ 

cans had learned to accept a new centralization and concen¬ 

tration of political and economic powers in the hands of the 

Federal government. Both European and American influ¬ 

ences therefore helped to pave the way for the extensive role 

that the government assumed after American entry into the 

Great War. And it was also more than an interesting coinci¬ 

dence that America’s involvement in the war followed imme¬ 

diately a decade in which its social and political contacts with 

Europe had steadily mounted. 

A few weeks before the Continent was plunged into the 

horror of a general war, an outstanding American historian, 

Frederick Jackson Turner, in a commencement address at 

the University of Washington, pointed to the decline of 

traditional American ideals before the onset of Old World 

ideologies. Bearing in mind the disappearance of the un¬ 

limited resources of the United States, “we can understand,” 

he said, 

the reaction against individualism and in favor of drastic asser¬ 

tion of the powers of government. Legislation is taking the place 

of the free lands as the means of preserving the ideal of democ¬ 

racy. But at the same time it is endangering the other pioneer 

ideal of creative and competitive individualism. Both were essen¬ 

tial and constituted what was best in America’s contribution to 

history and to progress. Both must be preserved if the nation is 

to be true to its past, and would fulfil its highest destiny. It would 

be a grave misfortune if these people so rich in experience, in 

self-confidence and aspiration, in creative genius, should turn to 

some Old World discipline of socialism or plutocracy, or despotic 

rule, whether by class or by dictator.1 
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As Turner spoke to the graduating seniors, his thoughts 

may have strayed across the country to the White House, 

where his friend and old classmate at Johns Hopkins Uni¬ 

versity was deep in the problems of his first term as president. 

Woodrow Wilson was chosen by the American electorate in 

1912, in a campaign in which all the candidates — Wilson, 

Taft, Roosevelt, and Eugene Debs — had avowed in varying 

forms their loyalty to progressivism. Wilson, however, was in 

some ways an anachronism. A Southerner with a good deal of 

nostalgic sympathy for a Jeffersonian type of liberal society, 

he also had a deep admiration for the point of view of classic, 

nineteenth-century English political and economic liberal¬ 

ism. It was only in the later stages of his career, as he turned 

his attention from the academic world to the chance of suc¬ 

cess in politics, that he began to embrace the nationalistic 

and progressive currents of his time. These currents, how¬ 

ever, he temporarily modified by his lingering affection for 

a Jeffersonian philosophy of limited government. And the 

legislation of his administration was characterized in large 

part by the effort to restore a regulated competition in con¬ 

trast to the Roosevelt progressives’ frank acceptance of a 

regulated monopoly. The Underwood Tariff, Federal Re¬ 

serve Act, Clayton Antitrust Act, and Federal Trade Com¬ 

mission were major steps in this direction. 

These substantial legislative achievements, together with 

the President’s own administrative leadership and integrity, 

gained the general support of liberal groups. While pre¬ 

viously many liberals had been almost equally antagonized 

by the aggressive nationalism of Roosevelt and conservatism 

of Taft, Wilson, perhaps more than any president since Jef¬ 

ferson, seemed destined to fulfill liberal hopes and ideals for 

the future. But, despite these fond expectations, there was 

evidence that Wilson’s own enthusiasm for the New Free¬ 

dom began to pale midway in his first administration. The 
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impact of the European war and a severe business recession 

in the United States helped to drive the President into pol¬ 

icies that seemed to vacillate between conservative busi¬ 

ness interests and the demands of the more nationalistic pro¬ 

gressives. It was not surprising therefore that the attention of 

liberal admirers of the President soon shifted with the ad¬ 

ministration from domestic policies to an ever-increasing 

concern over foreign affairs. Here, liberal support helped 

Wilson to win re-election in 1916. And this same backing 

later enabled him to take the country into the raging Euro¬ 

pean conflict on the high plane of idealism exemplified in 

the concept of a war for democracy and a war to end all wars. 

In his first statements on the European war, the President 

expressed his fear of its possible effects upon American neu¬ 

trality. Though anxious to keep the country at peace, Wil¬ 

son also possessed qualities that made him peculiarly sus¬ 

ceptible to the idea of the United States’ assuming an active 

role in the great world conflict at arms. In the long run, this 

missionary note of militant leadership, under which Amer¬ 

ica was to head a crusade for world peace and democracy, 

proved far more influential in Wilson’s thinking than the 

concepts of a liberal pacifism or a traditional isolationism. 

The notion of a crusade came naturally to Wilson, the son 

of a Presbyterian minister, imbued with a stern Calvinist 

sense of determinism and devotion to duty. The future 

President was to spend most of his adult life in academic 

halls as a teacher of political science, and when he resigned 

as head of Princeton University to become governor of New 

Jersey, he carried over into politics his belief in Christian 

moralism and his conviction of the duty of the scholar. These 

views, partly expressed in his domestic policy, emerged most 

clearly, however, in his conduct of foreign affairs. Here, de¬ 

spite the pacific and liberal implications set forth in his 

Mobile Address repudiating dollar diplomacy, Wilson was 
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ready to play the role of apologist for the white man’s burden 

and imperialism. He was convinced that isolation was out¬ 

moded and that the United States must assume its proper 

place in the world. Without yielding his horror of war, he 

inclined to an interventionist position that could lead to 

war. He seemed to feel that the United States had a mission 

to spread its institutions — which he conceived as liberal 

and democratic — to the more benighted areas of the world. 

Though Wilson disavowed the language of dollar diplo¬ 

macy, the ends of his policy were often much the same as 

those of his Republican predecessors. Indeed, according to 

his latest biographer, “The years from 1913 to 1921 wit¬ 

nessed intervention by the State Department and the navy 

on a scale that had never before been contemplated, even 

by such alleged imperialists as Theodore Roosevelt and Wil¬ 

liam Howard Taft.” 2 Believing an expansion of foreign 

trade vital, not only to the interests of the United States but 

also to world peace, the Wilson administration aggressively 

pursued American commercial interests in the Far East and 

in Latin America, expanded the foreign trade divisions of 

the Department of Commerce, and developed the American 

merchant marine. Wilson no doubt would have preferred 

the growth of United States foreign trade to come about 

as a result of free international competition, but he found it 

easy with his ideas of moralism and duty to rationalize direct 

American intervention as a means of safeguarding the na¬ 

tional interest. In a sense therefore the use of American 

troops in Haiti, Nicaragua, and finally Mexico was the Wil¬ 

sonian prelude to the most fateful of all his policies — the 

entrance of the United States into the European war. 

Once the struggle against Germany was joined, Wilson 

accepted wholeheartedly the doctrine of an American mis¬ 

sion for peace and democracy, but he nevertheless found it 

difficult to take the last, portentous steps along the road to 
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war. His initial stern injunction to the American people to 

enforce a strict neutrality “in thought as well as in action” 

was not altered in the early months of the war as he perceived 

the selfish ambitions of the rival European powers. To the 

demand at home for expanded military preparedness he at 

first turned a deaf ear. In his annual message to Congress in 

December 1914 he made a strong answer to Theodore 

Roosevelt and those other critics of his neutrality policies 

who were urging a greater measure of rearmament by the 

United States. Preparedness, the President pointed out, was 

a relative term, and he recalled that the American tradition 

was one of peace and hostility to standing armies. Under his 

administration, he declared, we will prepare “to the utmost; 

and yet we shall not turn America into a military camp. We 

will not ask our young men to spend the best years of their 

lives making soldiers of themselves.” 3 

Less than a year later, by the summer of 1915, however, 

Wilson was ready to change his views on preparedness. This 

decision, which has been explained in terms of domestic 

politics as well as by the threat of German submarine war¬ 

fare, may also have been related to the President’s desire to 

yield neutrality in favor of the concept of an enforced peace. 

Preparedness logically looked toward American intervention 

in the war, and it meant too that Wilson had joined forces 

with many of the big business and ultranationalistic groups 

which, for a mixture of patriotic and selfish reasons, were 

among the most enthusiastic backers of a larger army and 

navy. 

By the spring of 1916, the question of preparedness domi¬ 

nated the thinking of the nation, and the presidential elec¬ 

tion that fall turned on the issue. Although both Wilson and 

his Republican opponent, Charles Evans Hughes, denied 

that the type of preparedness they advocated would lead to 

militarism, the country was whipped into a high state of 
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excitement by the preparedness parades and patriotic motif 

of the campaign. The Wilson slogan, “He kept us out of 

war,” though factually correct, gave a misleading impres¬ 

sion with regard to the future. The President’s own firm 

stand against the German methods of submarine warfare, 

coupled with increasing American sympathy for the Allied 

cause, had deprived his diplomacy of the flexibility and 

neutral point of view necessary to keep America at peace. 

As Wilson himself seems to have realized months before the 

election in November, if the European war did not come to 

an abrupt close, the United States would eventually be 

drawn into the conflict on the side of the Allies. 

Peace therefore hung on the slender thread of Germany’s 

averting the further loss of American lives by foregoing its 

use of the submarine. Moreover, although Americans had 

voted for peace in i g 16, a considerable minority was urging 

American intervention in behalf of the Allies. To an increas¬ 

ing number of Americans, war, even to the point of militar¬ 

ism and illiberalism at home, seemed preferable to facing 

the consequences of a German victory in Europe. It was be¬ 

lieved that United States entry into the war, if the President 

deemed it necessary, might become the means of extending 

the ideals of a progressive American democracy to a war-torn 

and reactionary Europe. Many apostles of the New Freedom 

at home were ready therefore to espouse the President’s 

noble vision of an international crusade for peace and de¬ 

mocracy. 

Among the liberals who were helping the President in his 

struggle to convince himself and the American people of the 

justice of United States participation in the great European 

conflict, none was more important than the group of intel¬ 

lectuals associated together in writing for the New Republic. 

Born in the same year as the opening of the war, the New 

Republic under the editorship of Herbert Croly gradually 
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shifted from a support of Theodore Roosevelt and the Pro¬ 

gressives to a warm enthusiasm for the New Freedom of 

Woodrow Wilson. The magazine speedily achieved a repu¬ 

tation as the leading liberal reform journal in the United 

States, and its editors were widely supposed to have great in¬ 

fluence in the White House. In its first two years, however, 

the magazine wavered in its foreign policy, uncertain as to 

whether it supported Theodore Roosevelt’s militant pre¬ 

paredness or the President’s pacific neutrality. But in the 

later stages of the debate over American foreign policy, the 

New Republic and its contributors accepted more and more 

the notion of American entry into the war via the Wilson 

formula of an enforced and democratic peace. 

Of the New Republic group, no one was more forthright 

in arguing the case for preparedness and war than its editor. 

Croly, for example, believed that the preparedness program 

of 1916, though it violated America’s historic traditions, was 

necessary because of President Wilson’s decision in the sum¬ 

mer of 1915 that there was a threat of war. Croly pointed out 

that the United States, following in the stream of European 

history, could hardly avoid adopting some of the features of 

European life, including a certain degree of militarization. 

“The American nation,” he declared, “needs the tonic of a 

serious moral adventure.” While he criticized the army leg¬ 

islation of 1916 as a militaristic measure, providing troops 

primarily for offensive action, he also expressed the hope that 

the new army, despite its danger to American traditions and 

institutions, might introduce a useful ferment into national 

life and give it a necessary “tonic effect.” “The usual expla¬ 

nation that the United States is preparing only for defense, 

which is a policy on which all good citizens can agree, merely 

begs the question,” Croly asserted, because, in the case of a 

large nation like the United States, “no sharp line can be 

drawn between defensive and aggressive armament.” Thus 
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the “dubious aspect’’ of preparedness lay not in its cost but 

“in the ambiguity of its underlying purpose.” Croly frankly 

admitted that “there is a very real probability that the new 

Army and Navy will be used chiefly for positive and for ag¬ 

gressive as opposed to merely defensive purposes.” 4 

Croly appealed to his liberal readers to be realistic about 

the war. But interspersed with his call to realism was Croly’s 

emphasis on national ideals and morality. This same dual¬ 

ism also characterized the articles which America’s leading 

pragmatist, John Dewey, published, mostly in the New 

Republic, during the war years. After the outbreak of hostil¬ 

ities in 1914, Dewey devoted considerable attention to a 

comparison of the national philosophies of the belligerents. 

He himself had early in his career rejected the absolutist 

philosophy of Hegel and the German idealists, imposed 

upon him while he was a graduate student. Now, in the proc¬ 

ess of the war, he saw this German idealist philosophy 

hardened into a rationalization of German war aims. Ac¬ 

cording to Dewey, to the Germans the war was part of a 

ceaseless and agelong striving to realize the national will 

embodied in the German people. Such ideas of nationalism, 

he felt, were romantic, medieval, and rooted in a mysticism 

incomprehensible to other peoples. Thus, he saw the war 

as a conflict of ideas in which the German mind was quite 

incompatible with the American mind.5 

Having made an interpretation of the war in intellectual 

terms, Dewey and his followers had to decide the important 

question of whether war and the use of force were justified. 

Historically, force and war could not be separated from the 

operation of the whole system of power politics in interna¬ 

tional relations. Here Dewey as a pragmatist and instrumen¬ 

talist pointed out that a war could not be dissociated from 

the ends that it sought to achieve. Thus he found the cus¬ 

tomary pacifist objection to all use of force absurd and based 
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on a lack of understanding of the function of a political state. 

What was objectionable was not the use of force itself, but 

the unwise or ineffective use of force. It “all depends,” said 

Dewey, “upon the efficient adaptation of means to ends.” 

While the use of force could be justified in terms of ends, 

Dewey did not believe that war, marked by “waste and loss,” 

was “the most economical method of securing the results 

which are desirable with a minimum of the undesirable 

results.” 6 

Dewey’s rather theoretical analysis of the issues presented 

by the European war prepared him for the stand that he took 

on the practical problems facing America as a result of that 

conflict. Here he found American thinking too narrow and 

limited in its excessive preoccupation with the solely mili¬ 

tary aspects of preparedness — a larger army and navy and 

compulsory military training. The first means of prepared¬ 

ness that was needed, Dewey decided, was a truly national 

and compulsory educational system to counteract the pro¬ 

vincialism and isolation of American life. American history, 

if it was taught to show American development as a reflec¬ 

tion of European movements and problems, could be useful 

as a measure of national preparedness. Properly and uni¬ 

formly taught throughout the United States, it could be a 

powerful factor in achieving a united America. “A genera¬ 

tion educated in the facts of American history instead of in 

an American mythology would not be at a loss to find and 

express a unified mind in a crisis like the present, should 

one recur.” Dewey’s objection to a system of purely military 

training therefore was that it was not the best and most effi¬ 

cient means for achieving the Americanism and national 

unity which he believed should be the real goal of prepared¬ 

ness.7 

Like President Wilson, Dewey moved steadily toward a 

position that favored American entrance into the war on the 
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side of the Allies. Among the last of his essays prior to Amer¬ 

ican participation in the world conflict was his fervent call 

to arms, “In a Time of National Hesitation.’’ This emotional 

and pseudo-mystical ode to American nationalism was alto¬ 

gether a remarkable piece of writing for the realistic and 

pragmatic American philosopher who had two years before 

been so critical of the Germans’ romantic and medieval no¬ 

tions concerning war. America, Dewey now asserted, was un¬ 

certain over entering the war because “we have not yet found 

a national mind, a will as to what to be.” But that discovery 

was afoot and would apparently come with American entry 

into the war. This, then, would mark America’s coming of 

age, and her independence culturally from Europe and Eng¬ 

land.8 

In assessing the responsibility for America’s hesitation in 

regard to the war, Dewey placed much of the blame upon 

the pacifists, who, he believed, had blinded themselves to the 

vital issues at stake. The peace movement thus seemed to 

Dewey to be a striking example of the lack of realism in 

American thinking in regard to war. Failing to recognize 

the “immense impetus to reorganization afforded by this 

war,” American pacifists had wasted their power in trying 

to keep the United States out of a struggle “which was al¬ 

ready all but universal.” Instead of using all their energy “to 

form, at a plastic juncture, the conditions and objects of our 

entrance,” pacifists had devoted themselves to the vain effort 

to preserve American neutrality. Thus the United States, 

entering the war without the conditions of American partici¬ 

pation determined in advance, would have to use what 

means it could to see that its ideals were “forced upon our 

allies, however unwilling they may be, rather than [be] cov¬ 

ered up by the debris of war.” 9 

To counteract what he considered the pacifists’ muddled 

thinking, and to help overcome American apathy regarding 
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the war, Dewey called for more attention to the means of its 

prosecution. Opposed to creating a war motivation by ap¬ 

peals to patriotic hysteria, Dewey stressed the need for a prac¬ 

tical “businesslike psychology” that would perceive the ends 

to be accomplished and make an “effective selection and or¬ 

derly arrangement of means for their execution.” Our na¬ 

tional intelligence seemed to lie in the direction of the 

practical, and a realistic, businesslike attitude, he felt, should 

be emphasized along with the Wilsonian liberal note of “an 

underlying national idealism.” Dewey’s concentration on 

the practical did not mean that he ignored the emotional and 

irrational side of war. This, he realized, could easily get out 

of hand, spawning an insane mass hatred and intolerance. Ac¬ 

cordingly, he made strong protest against the growing “con¬ 

scription of thought” in America. But, though he warned 

against the excesses of war and nationalism, Dewey did not 

offer any solution as to how the good elements were to be 

separated from the bad, or as to how the emotional and ir¬ 

rational aspects were to be avoided.10 

According to Randolph Bourne, Dewey’s former disciple 

and most important wartime critic, illiberalism was a part 

of the very nature of war. “It is only ‘liberal’ naivete that is 

shocked at arbitrary coercion and suppression. Willing war 

means willing all the evils that are organically bound up 

with it.” On this thesis Bourne launched his biting attack 

upon Dewey and the New Republic group of progressive 

liberals who accepted the war.11 

In the first years of the war, before American entrance, 

Bourne had agreed with Dewey’s emphasis on the need for 

cultural nationalism and educational preparedness. In his 

article “A Moral Equivalent for Universal Military Serv¬ 

ice,” Bourne recognized the American craving for service 

and unity of sentiment. “We want action,” he wrote, “but 

we do not want military action.” Noting that “Education is 



AMERICA ENTERS THE STRUGGLE FOR POWER 207 

the only form of ‘conscription’ to which Americans have 

ever given consent,” he suggested a plan of schooling until 

the age of sixteen, to be followed by two years of national 

service, primarily in the field of social work, but which might 

incidentally include some military training for a minority of 

the youths. This essay, largely a product of his great enthu¬ 

siasm for Dewey’s ideas on progressive education, had little 

in common, however, with the writing that Bourne did after 

the United States declared war.12 

Following that decision, and as he perceived his old paci¬ 

fist and liberal friends plunge with varying degrees of en¬ 

thusiasm into war work — abandoning the “task of making 

our country detailedly fit for peace ... in favor of a fever¬ 

ish concern for the management of the war . . . the coales¬ 

cence of the intellectual classes in support of the military 

programme.” Bourne complained of the feeling of being left 

in the lurch. Dewey’s pragmatism, the philosophy that he 

relied on “almost as our American religion,” no longer 

seemed to work. It “is inspiring enough,” he wrote, “for a 

society at peace, prosperous and with a fund of progressive 

good-will. . . . It is a scientific method applied to‘uplift.’” 

But he emphasized: “What concerns us here is the relative 

ease with which the pragmatist intellectuals, with Professor 

Dewey at the head, have moved out their philosophy, bag 

and baggage, from education to war.” 13 

Before his attack on Dewey, with its bitter title “Twilight 

of Idols,” Bourne penned an even more savage satire upon 

the whole circle of his old liberal associates. “The War and 

the Intellectuals” was Bourne’s answer to the liberals’ prag¬ 

matic case for the war. “To those of us who still retain an 

irreconcilable animus against war,” he began, “it has been a 

bitter experience to see the unanimity with which the Amer¬ 

ican intellectuals have thrown their support to the use of 

war-technique in the crisis in which America found herself.” 
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Not content with merely confirming the fact of war, the in¬ 

tellectuals “are now complacently asserting that it was they 

who effectively willed it . . . against the hesitation and dim 

perceptions of the American democratic masses. A war made 

deliberately by the intellectuals! A calm moral verdict, ar¬ 

rived at after a penetrating study of inexorable facts! . . . 

A war free from any taint of self-seeking, a war that will se¬ 

cure the triumph of democracy and internationalize the 

world!” 14 

While the intellectuals identified themselves with the 

least democratic elements in the United States, Bourne la¬ 

mented: “No one is left to point out the undemocratic na¬ 

ture of this war-liberalism. In a time of faith skepticism is the 

most intolerable of all insults.” In the idea of a League of 

Peace, which captured the imagination of so many of his 

former friends, Bourne saw only “a dogma to jump to.” The 

real enemy, he concluded, was not Imperial Germany, but 

war, and he complained against the notion of a “world-order 

founded on military coalitions.” Bourne also pointed out that 

a defeated Germany, forced to accept democracy, would be¬ 

come a constant menace to the peace of Europe.15 

Gradually liberals who clung to their belief in an idealis¬ 

tic war were forced to admit, as in the case of the New Re¬ 

public, their disappointment over the conduct of the strug¬ 

gle. But Bourne argued that the war did not need their en¬ 

thusiasm — “Patriotism is really a superfluous quality in 

war.” All that was necessary was “the cooperation of the men 

who direct the large financial and industrial enterprises.” 

Adjusting to unpleasant inevitability, many of the liberals 

thereby preserved their pragmatism, but the “penalty the 

realist pays for accepting war is to see disappear one by one 

the justifications for accepting it.” 16 

Bourne pushed his attack on the war to its ultimate con- 
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elusion in his unfinished book on the state, which was 

published in 1919, a year after his death. In this work he 

demonstrated how war, in its cultivation of the herd instinct, 

made minority opinion a crime and unswerving loyalty the 

sole test of citizenship. “The slack is taken up, the cross¬ 

currents fade out, and the nation moves lumberingly and 

slowly, but with ever accelerated speed and integration, 

towards the great end, towards that ‘peacefulness of being at 

war. . . ” The central ideas, which Bourne recurred to 

throughout this last work, were that “War is the health of 

the State” and “We cannot crusade against war without cru¬ 

sading implicitly against the State.” 17 

His impassioned opposition to the war cost Bourne most 

of his friends and virtually all of his income. The better¬ 

paying magazines were no longer interested in his articles, 

and when the Seven Arts, which had printed his war essays, 

suspended publication Bourne was deprived of his last me¬ 

dium of expression. After the war, it was true, the intellec¬ 

tuals’ new-found admiration for Bourne’s trenchant writ¬ 

ings came to assume the nature of a literary cult, but in 1917 

all except a small dissident minority accepted the war on 

Wilson’s terms.18 

As the intellectuals helped prepare the country for war, 

their leader in the White House, on the eve of delivering his 

war message, was seized with some strange misgivings. Un¬ 

like the majority of the citizenry, Wilson cherished no hope 

that America could fight a great war in a liberal or progres¬ 

sive atmosphere. Calling Frank Cobb, the editor of the New 

York World, into a late meeting the night before he was to 

deliver his war message to the assembled Congress, Wilson 

poured out his anxiety. . . when a war got going,” Cobb 

reported the President as saying, “it was just war and there 

weren’t two kinds of it. It required illiberalism at home to 
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reinforce the men at the front. We couldn’t fight Germany 

and maintain the ideals of Government that all thinking 

men shared. . . 

“Once lead this people into war,” he said, “and they’ll forget 

there was ever such a thing as tolerance. To fight you must be 

brutal and ruthless, and the spirit of ruthless brutality will enter 

into every fibre of our national life, infecting Congress, the 

courts, the policeman on the beat, the man in the street.” Con¬ 

formity would be the only virtue, said the President, and every 

man who refused to conform would have to pay the penalty. 

He thought the Constitution would not survive it; that free 

speech and the right of assembly would go. He said a nation 

couldn’t put its strength into a war and keep its head level; it 

had never been done.18 

Wilson’s fears, privately confided to Cobb, had little echo 

as the country responded to his own eloquent plea for a 

declaration of war. The United States, the President empha¬ 

sized in his war message, was entering a war of principle with 

“no selfish ends to serve.” In contrast to Germany’s use of 

the submarine to wage “a warfare against mankind,” the 

United States proposed to fight to make the world “safe for 

democracy.” Wilson obviously believed that a German vic¬ 

tory posed a greater threat to American democracy than the 

illiberalism and militarism that he expected would accom¬ 

pany American belligerency.20 

The President’s anguished statement to Frank Cobb that 

it would require “illiberalism at home to reinforce the men 

at the front” did not wait long for fulfillment. In a little 

more than two months after the declaration of war Congress, 

in response to urgings from the President, approved legisla¬ 

tion making possible conscription for military service, the 

establishment of an official propaganda agency, and a law for 

the suppression of any opposition or dissent. All these meas- 
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ures were justified by the administration as vital to winning 

the war, and the alarmed protests of liberals were accord¬ 

ingly brushed aside. 

Military conscription — or selective service, as it was 

called to soften the blow — was the most obviously related 

of all the war legislation to actual fighting needs. But the 

American people had not expected that the war would entail 

a vast American conscript army serving overseas. Despite 

persistent agitation in military circles for some form of com¬ 

pulsory military training, the idea of conscription had never 

been popular in the United States. Now, with American 

entry into the war, the earlier military emphasis on training 

or education was shifted to proposals for actual combat 

service, and the President gave his backing to hitherto secret 

army plans for a wartime selective service, or draft, law. 

Conscription, whatever wartime needs, seemed to violate 

all the tenets of traditional American liberalism. From a lib¬ 

eral point of view it was regimentation of the individual by 

the state. As Frederick Palmer, the biographer of Secretary 

of War Newton D. Baker, later wrote: “America for the first 

time had regimentation on the European system, naively 

unaware of its effects.’’ Although Palmer saw the workings 

of selective service as “an exhibition of democracy trium¬ 

phant,” he also noted that it was “our first great standardiza¬ 

tion of human material in mass production.” 21 In peace¬ 

time, compulsory military service or training had always 

been regarded by liberals as synonymous with the philosophy 

and practice of militarism, and prior to 1917 it had been 

considered a distinctive trait of Prussian militarism. As long 

as American democracy was conceived of primarily in terms 

of the free individual, conscription had been viewed as the 

antithesis of democratic government. Only after the United 

States began to borrow more and more from European con¬ 

cepts and practices was the argument seriously made that 
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conscription, in subjecting everyone to an enforced equality 

of sacrifice, was not incompatible with democracy. 

This contention, plus the renewed emphasis on the duties 

instead of the rights of the citizen, fitted in very well with 

American progressives’ urging of greater regulatory and 

administrative powers for the government. The relationship 

of conscription and statism was clearly pointed out by Os¬ 

wald Garrison Villard, the liberal pacifist editor of the Na¬ 

tion. On the eve of the war, Villard reiterated his conviction 

that “there’s a higher allegiance today than any one can owe 

to one’s country,” and he questioned the logic of the so-called 

practical capitalist who, in his advocacy of conscription and 

war, “never notices that militarism is the best friend of the 

Socialist, that where universal military service flourishes 

there are the largest armies of the advocates of the doctrines 

of Karl Marx.” 22 While no measure was more abhorrent to 

such old-line believers in traditional liberalism as Villard, 

conscription in 1917 was being advocated almost as much by 

progressives as by conservative army officers and business¬ 

men. In the Progressive party of Theodore Roosevelt these 

groups coalesced, and it was not without significance that in 

the 1916 election campaign only the Progressives' short-lived 

platform contained a plank calling for universal compulsory 

military training.23 

Although the weight of opinion in the United States 

would probably have preferred to try the volunteer method 

of raising an army, most people in 1917 followed the Presi¬ 

dent and acquiesced, however reluctantly, in the use of the 

draft as a purely wartime measure. June 5, the date set aside 

for the initial registration of some ten million men between 

the ages of twenty-one and thirty, passed with a surprisingly 

small show of disorder or protest. The editors of the New 

Republic, who were amazed to see “the success of selective 

service” despite the fact that it went beyond the original 
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public understanding of a draft only for home defense, 

warned, however, that excessive coercion in the enforcement 

of the act might result in a reaction against the whole idea of 

conscription. Also among those who expressed surprise at 

the lack of opposition was Henry Adams, who was amused 

to see how Wilson leading the country into war had discom¬ 

fited the Republicans and forced even Theodore Roosevelt 

and Henry Cabot Lodge to go at least part way with the 

President. “As far as I know,” Adams wrote, “we have be¬ 

haved like lambs and done everything we were told to do. 

Never could I have conceived that in a short three months 

we could have gone into a great war and adopted a conscrip¬ 

tion not unworthy of Germany, at the bidding of a President 

who was elected only a few months ago on the express ground 

that he had kept us at peace.” 24 

While there was some truth in the American Socialist's 

contention that the six million men claiming exemption 

constituted “an overwhelming vote against war, by those 

who must do the fighting,” basically it was only a small mi¬ 

nority of pacifists and conscientious objectors that attempted 

to resist the draft. The Selective Service Act provided non- 

combatant duty for religious objectors who were members 

of the Society of Friends or other sects traditionally opposed 

to war, but it failed to recognize the situation of those who 

might object as individuals to all wars, or to a particular war 

that they felt to be unjust. At Senate hearings on the draft 

bill, liberals had argued unsuccessfully for a more liberal 

exemption clause to include all sincere objectors, whether 

or not they were members of an historic peace church. How¬ 

ever, neither the President nor Congress was disposed to 

deal sympathetically with the individual objector. While the 

draft bill was still pending, Wilson wrote that “it has seemed 

impossible to make the exemptions apply to individuals be¬ 

cause it would open the door to so much that was uncon- 
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scientious on the part of persons who wished to escape serv¬ 

ice.” 26 

In all, about four thousand men refused to perform any 

type of service in the army. Some of these, however, even¬ 

tually accepted noncombatant duties, while others were 

granted agricultural or industrial furloughs. A smaller 

group of some four hundred who continued to reject the 

uniform were court-martialed and sentenced to long terms 

in army prisons, chiefly at the disciplinary barracks at Fort 

Leavenworth. Still another group, including socialist, rad¬ 

ical, or humanitarian objectors to war, were classified by the 

government as draft evaders because they refused to register 

or report for induction. Both of these small bodies of un¬ 

comprising objectors were forced to undergo harsh and bar¬ 

baric treatment in army camps or in Federal penitentiaries, 

although some relief finally came after their plight was called 

to the attention of the President and Secretary of War Baker. 

The President, however, firmly rejected the suggestion that 

he grant a blanket pardon to those violators of the draft law 

who were not consciously disloyal or at all insincere in their 

stand.26 

The extraordinary degree of conformity, illustrated by 

the lack of any real organized resistance to the draft, was 

backed up by an adroit mixture of propaganda and repres¬ 

sion instituted by the administration. While the silencing of 

dissenting opinion was made possible through espionage and 

sedition legislation, the more positive task of indoctrination 

was placed in the hands of the Committee on Public In¬ 

formation, created by executive order of the President on 

April 13, 1917. George Creel, a progressive and rather 

liberal-minded journalist, was appointed as chairman of 

the committee, which has been termed by its unofficial his¬ 

torians ‘‘America’s propaganda ministry during the World 

War.” In their words, the committee was ‘‘charged with en- 
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couraging and then consolidating the revolution of opinion 

which changed the United States from anti-militaristic de¬ 

mocracy to an organized war machine.” 27 

To accomplish his formidable task, Creel assembled a 

large and talented group of writers and scholars who served 

as public relations counselors to the government and as 

press agents for transmitting propaganda and information 

to the people of the United States and their allies and ene¬ 

mies abroad. ‘‘It was a gargantuan advertising agency the 

like of which the country had never known, and the breath¬ 

taking scope of its activities was not to be equalled until 

the rise of totalitarian dictatorships after the war.” 28 The 

Creel Committee, as it was popularly called, maintained in 

a highly complex and efficient way the war for men’s minds. 

It carried to its logical conclusion the Wilsonian view, 

shared by John Dewey and many other progressives, that 

the war was a great ideological struggle, pitting the democ- 

rary of the United States and the Allies against German 

autocracy and militarism. The great tragedy, which Wilson 

had partially foreseen, was that such a crusade, however 

liberal in its intentions, could not be carried through with¬ 

out the sacrifice of many of the values that liberals espe¬ 

cially prized. This meant not only propaganda and a partial 

twisting of the truth to meet military needs, but also out¬ 

right suppression of freedom of speech and thought through 

prosecution of individuals and organizations under wartime 

espionage and sedition legislation. 

The first of such measures, the Espionage Act of June 15, 

1917, was thoroughly debated in Congress because the orig¬ 

inal bill contained a section providing for censorship of 

the press. However, once this provision had been removed, 

the formidable opposition of the newspaper publishers 

evaporated. Now popularly regarded as only a ‘‘spy bill,” 

its implications as to civil liberties were ignored, and it 
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passed through both houses of Congress largely unnoticed. 

In the actual enforcement of the act, the fears of liberals 

and pacifists that it would be used to muzzle dissenting 

opinions proved correct, as only a small minority of the de¬ 

fendants brought to trial could be fairly construed as the 

spies or enemy agents against whom the public thought the 

law was directed. Actually, it was one section of the act, 

that prohibiting any criticism of the armed forces or inter¬ 

ference with recruiting, which provided the basis for the 

suppression of free speech and the attendant prosecution of 

a number of famous radicals on the grounds of antiwar or 

pro-German utterances. Although the newspapers were 

elated at the absence of an actual censorship clause, publica¬ 

tions that incurred the displeasure of the Creel Committee 

could be punished in other ways. Thus radical journals, in¬ 

cluding the Masses and Victor Berger’s Milwaukee Leader, 

were deprived of their second-class mailing privileges by 

order of the Postmaster General.29 

In the cases that crowded the Federal courts as a result 

of the Espionage Act, judges almost without exception fol¬ 

lowed Justice Holmes’s contention that the right of free 

speech was not an absolute right, but had to be considered 

in the context of the “clear and present danger” represented 

by the war. The American judiciary thus revived the old 

English practice of judging a statement in terms of its “bad 

tendency” and “presumptive intent.” On the basis of this 

interpretation, socialist and pacifist statements critical of 

the war could be ruled to violate the Espionage Act be¬ 

cause they might have the efEect of encouraging disaffection 

in the armed forces. Any radical manifesto that directly in¬ 

cited its audience to violence, such as an appeal to commit 

murder, or arson, or treason could, of course, be dealt with by 

the customary criminal statutes. The great significance of the 

Espionage Act therefore was that it made the free expres- 
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sion of certain ideas, not hitherto subject to prosecution, a 

crime. In contrast to the clear-cut words of the First Amend¬ 

ment, the Espionage Act went back for its only precedent 

in American history to the Sedition Act of 1798, a measure 

which President Wilson in happier days had declared to 

have “cut perilously near the root of freedom of speech and 

of the press.” 30 

The Espionage Act was followed eleven months later by 

a series of amendments in the form of a new and greatly ex¬ 

panded statute, the Sedition Act of May 16, 1918. This 

measure made virtually any criticism of the government or 

the war a criminal offense. In the hands of overzealous Fed¬ 

eral attorneys, or by the stimulus that they offered to patri¬ 

otic but misguided citizens who reported the least offense, 

the espionage and sedition laws made possible the arrest 

and imprisonment of a number of basically loyal but in¬ 

cautious individuals, guilty only of hasty or intemperate 

remarks. Men and women were arrested for criticizing the 

Red Cross or the methods of selling Liberty bonds, while 

Mrs. Rose Pastor Stokes was indicted and convicted for 

using, in an argument against war to a group of women, the 

words, “I am for the people, and the government is for the 

profiteers.” Others were prosecuted for criticism of the Al¬ 

lies, and a movie producer received three years in prison 

for showing a film The Spirit of ’76, which in depicting bat¬ 

tle scenes of the American Revolution was deemed to be 

guilty of arousing antagonism to Great Britain. Even mem¬ 

bers of the Congress were not safe from war hysteria. In the 

Senate, for over a year, a bitter fight was waged to expel 

Robert M. La Follette from his seat because of an allegedly 

disloyal speech he had made in St. Paul, Minnesota, before 

a Conference of the Nonpartisan League. Not until after 

the Armistice was La Follette able to secure passage of a 

Senate resolution dismissing the disloyalty charges.31 
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The most famous of the World War free speech cases 

involved Eugene Debs, the socialist leader, who was arrested 

one month after the passage of the Sedition Act for his talk 

to a group of workers at Canton, Ohio. While Debs had 

made his usual attack on the war as a capitalist struggle, 

much of the speech was given over to an eloquent defense 

of the role that minority groups had played in history. Debs 

praised the radicals and young men who had had the cour¬ 

age to go to jail for their antiwar convictions, and he ques¬ 

tioned the continual talk about patriotic duty by the capi¬ 

talist leaders of the country. “It is not their but your duty 

that they are concerned about,” he declared. “There is a 

decided difference. Their patriotic duty never takes them 

to the firing line or chucks them into the trenches.” 

Brought to trial, Debs refused to call any witnesses and 

pleaded his own case. Denying that there was a word in 

his Canton speech to warrant the charge that he was an ad¬ 

vocate of force and violence. Debs appealed to the prece¬ 

dents set by other rebels in American history: the founding 

fathers, the abolitionists, and the pacifists. All these had, at 

some time or another, urged a change in the American gov¬ 

ernment or its policies. Aware nevertheless of his probable 

guilt under the terms of the espionage legislation, Debs 

made his defense on the basis of the First Amendment to 

the Constitution. “That is the right I exercised at Canton. 

... I believe in the right of free speech, in war as well as 

in peace.” Although the war had come to an end before 

Debs’s appeal reached the Supreme Court, his sentence of 

ten years’ imprisonment was upheld on March 10, 1919, in 

a decision written by Justice Holmes.32 

In general, the government concerned itself only with 

the more militant minority that spoke out in public against 

the war. But untold numbers sufFered persecution of one 

sort or another as a consequence of their radical or pacifist 
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views. People of German background especially were af¬ 

fected. Professional patriots were instrumental in having 

the teaching of German banned from a number of schools, 

and there soon developed "an hysteria marked by a pas¬ 

sionate and unreasoning hatred of everything German — 

including German literature and music — a wild and fearful 

hatred of the Hun, the German beast, the murderous 

Kaiser." Ministers lost their pulpits or were forced to take 

leaves of absence. Teachers were subjected to various re¬ 

straints, and many pacifist instructors, especially in public 

schools and colleges, were summarily dismissed. The way 

in which the government interpreted and administered the 

espionage and sedition laws effectively suppressed freedom 

of speech and press for all opponents of the war. But even 

if, as the government contended, the radicals and pacifists 

were wrong in their denunciation of the war, it was unwise 

for the administration to seal itself off from hostile criti¬ 

cism.33 

In a democracy, how was the justice of a war, the ad¬ 

visability of its continuance, or the wisdom of the way in 

which it was fought to be determined if all unorthodox 

views were deemed subversive? Moreover, as one historian 

of the war years has pointed out, American democracy, de¬ 

prived of the challenge of an effective minority, soon ap¬ 

proached a state of mobbism, and invoked the rule of mob 

psychology against dissenting elements in the population.34 

In the midst of the war, Thomas Nixon Carver, consultant 

to the government and a past president of the American 

Economic Association, asked the question: ‘‘Are We in 

Danger of Becoming Prussianized?” Referring to the grow¬ 

ing compulsion, mass hysteria, and concentration of powers 

in the hands of the government, Carver wondered whether 

liberalism was being crucified in the name of a war for 

democracy. A democratic government, he noted, may in- 



220 THE DECLINE OF AMERICAN LIBERALISM 

dulge in absolutism of the worst sort, and he added the 

warning: “There are few things more democratic than a 

lynching bee, where everybody is satisfied except a small 

and insignificant minority of one.” 35 

President Wilson, perhaps because of an inner fear of the 

illiberalism that he knew war would generate, was inordi¬ 

nately sensitive to any attack upon his thesis that the United 

States was fighting a “People’s War.” 36 Basically the prob¬ 

lem went back to the President’s concept of the war as a 

crusade and the difficulty of being a crusader for liberalism 

and still remaining a liberal. There was nothing more tragic 

therefore than the precipitous descent of liberalism during 

the war years, while the President, in his concentration on 

achieving victory, refused to consider any criticism of his 

policies. Wilson and his progressive and liberal supporters 

were themselves caught in the web of war, with all its in¬ 

evitable pressures, but at the same time the responsibility of 

the President and others in high places could not easily be 

shrugged off. American liberalism, though much weakened 

by the sweep of economic forces in the nineteenth century 

and from time to time bitterly assailed by mob action, had 

never before been so systematically undermined or sup¬ 

pressed as it was through the official action of the United 

States government during the second Wilson administra¬ 

tion. This unhappy heritage of the war was to prevail in 

the postwar years, vitiating all attempts to carve out a 

liberal peace. Thus the harsh reaction after the Armistice 

was in a sense only a continuation of the illiberal means 

used to gain what soon was regarded as a hollow victory. 



13 

Harsh Reaction and Bitter 

Disillusionment 

The news of the signing of the Armistice, when it reached 

the United States, touched off what was perhaps the greatest 

public exhibition of joy and enthusiasm in American his¬ 

tory. While it was true that the American people had gone 

to war with high hopes, much of this initial zeal was not 

over the war itself but over the popular rationalization that 

this was a “war to end war’’ and “make the world safe for 

democracy.” For the American people, who had thus ac¬ 

cepted the war on Wilson’s idealistic terms, the victory on 

the Western front in 1918 meant more than just an armi¬ 

stice. It seemed to promise not only relief from fighting 

but also realization of the original ideals that had prompted 

“the great adventure.” 

The frenzied American celebration of November 1918 

was again repeated abroad when Wilson, less than a month 

after the Armistice, arrived in Europe to help draft the 

final peace terms. Visiting the European capital cities, 

Wilson was everywhere greeted with touching demonstra¬ 

tions of mass adulation and idolatry. In his own person the 

American President seemed to symbolize not only the Al¬ 

lied victory but also popular longing for a just and lasting 

peace. And so, while American doughboys steamed home 

221 
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from war-torn Europe, Wilson carried the hopes of the 

world into the Paris Peace Conference. 

Fastening their eyes upon the future, and beguiled by 

the eloquent promises of their wartime leaders, the gen¬ 

erality of people could easily believe that they were upon 

the threshold of Utopia. But if the masses would seem to 

have been incredibly naive, as judged from the standpoint 

of a later generation, what can one say for the liberal intel¬ 

lectuals who were persuaded by Wilson’s visions of world 

peace to overlook his harsh management of the home front 

during the war months? For all their emphasis upon the 

pragmatic acceptance of the war, most liberals had not been 

very realistic about what the grim process of fighting would 

entail. Somehow they had appeared surprised by the ad¬ 

ministration’s policies of censorship and suppression. It was 

this lack of realism—this unwillingness to see what was ac¬ 

tually happening, instead of what it was hoped would 

eventuate—that helped explain the grave disillusionment 

that descended over the postwar years. 

We now know that Wilson himself feared the effects of 

war upon liberalism and democracy, but at the time the 

only public protest against an acceptance of the war as a 

means of achieving liberal ends was sounded by a small 

minority of socialists or pacifists. Randolph Bourne, in his 

bitter denunciation of his fellow intellectuals for their es¬ 

pousal of the war, had pleaded: “There is work to be done 

to prevent this war of ours from passing into popular my¬ 

thology as a holy crusade. . . . There must still be opposi¬ 

tion to any contemplated ‘liberal’ world-order founded on 

military coalitions.’’ Thorstein Veblen, the iconoclast econ¬ 

omist, had warned that, if peace was to be anything more 

than a short armistice between wars, “it will have to come 

about irrespective of governmental management — in spite 

of the State rather than by its good offices. At the best,” he 
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concluded, “the State, or the government, is an instrumen¬ 

tality for making peace, not for perpetuating it.” 1 

Unfortunately, the Wilson administration, in sealing it¬ 

self off from wartime attacks, also discouraged the kind of 

realistic discussion of war aims that might have made pos¬ 

sible a better peace. Instead, the pent-up feelings sup¬ 

pressed during the war broke out after 1918 in an angry tide 

of postwar antagonisms and disillusionment. Wilson’s peace 

plans, revealed only in the seductive draperies of wartime 

appeals, were less alluring when stripped in the cruel light 

of 1919. Before the Armistice, Oswald Garrison Villard had 

warned Colonel House that “the President cannot put over 

his peace program even in this country unless he can rally be¬ 

hind him the liberal and radical opinion of the country that 

the Administration has been antagonizing by . . . prosecu¬ 

tions of newspapers and editors and anybody who dared to 

disagree.” 2 But until the Treaty of Versailles was brought 

back to the United States by the President and thrown open 

for discussion in the Great Debate in the Senate, Wilson 

still seemed to command the bulk of liberal sentiment and 

support in the country. This liberal backing, formerly so 

unquestioning, was now predicated on a challenge, which 

Villard’s skeptical and critical Nation had already put be¬ 

fore the President while he was still on shipboard bound 

for Paris. “We are told that this was a war for democracy: 

very well, by its fruits we shall know it.” In the Nation’s 

words, the liberals were going to act as watchdogs to see 

whether the promised liberal war aims could be achieved.3 

Particularly puzzling to liberals, in view of the apparently 

decisive victory of peace and democracy over militarism and 

autocracy, was the President’s insistence on keeping up a 

large postwar army and expanding the navy, as well as his 

interest in the inauguration of some form of universal mili¬ 

tary training. At hearings before the House Committee on 
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Military Affairs in January 1919, Secretary of War Baker 

was asked if the establishment of the half-million man army 

recommended by the administration would not repudiate 

the President’s declared intention of seeking disarmament 

after the war. Although Secretary Baker saw no inconsis¬ 

tency, Congress approved funds only for an establishment 

temporarily fixed at the prewar figure of 175,000 men, later 

increasing this number to 325,000. Many of the members 

of Congress believed that the size of any future army would 

depend in large part on what the country decided in re¬ 

gard to universal military training, and on August 3, 1919, 

Baker accordingly forwarded to Congress the administra¬ 

tion’s plan for the three months’ compulsory service of all 

18- and 19-year-old youths. This and other similar bills at 

once met with a widespread opposition, which was not con¬ 

fined to pacifist or liberal circles. In general, peacetime 

conscription was linked to the philosophy of the defeated 

Prussian militarists. Despite a letter of endorsement from 

President Wilson, Democrats in the House of Representa¬ 

tives resolved on February 9, 1920, by a vote of 106 to 17, 

that “it is the sense of this caucus that no measure should 

be passed by Congress providing for universal compulsory 

military service or training.” 4 

The decisive defeat of administration plans for UMT and 

a larger standing army was paralleled by rejection of Wil¬ 

son’s recommendations for the navy. In December 1918, the 

President amazed the world by presenting to Congress a new 

three-year building program designed to be placed on top 

of the already huge and still uncompleted three-year plan 

of 1916. This vast American navy was envisaged not only 

as an answer to Japanese expansion in the Pacific but also as 

a means of strengthening Wilson’s hand at the Paris Peace 

Conference. Armed with this threat, Wilson hoped to force 
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the British and French to back up his plans for a peace based 

on the Fourteen Points and the League of Nations.5 

Wilson’s policies, however, not only antagonized the Con¬ 

gressional foes of a big navy, but they also gave opponents of 

the League and the Treaty of Versailles an opportunity to 

question the sincerity of his peace plans. To many observers 

it seemed as though the President was permitting himself to 

be placed in the contradictory position of espousing mili¬ 

tarism and navalism at home in order to defeat it abroad. 

Thus the editor of the Scientific American objected that 

in the very hour when the heavens are filled with the rejoicings 

of the people that the era of wars and armaments is over, at the 

very time when the enemy is handing over ten dreadnoughts and 

five battlecruisers as a pledge of his submission — comes this man 

of peace with the request that we hurry forward the building of 

a fleet even greater than the one that is being surrendered and 

that we put up yet another $600,000,000 to duplicate the ad¬ 

dition.8 

And Henry Cabot Lodge, a lifelong advocate of a big navy, 

nevertheless remarked on the floor of the Senate: 

. . . it seems to me extraordinary that we should enter on a 

scheme for eternal peace throughout the world by proposing to 

build a Navy which in seven years is to be equal to that of Eng¬ 

land. . . . How it fits with the policy of reduction of naval and 

military forces or with the high objects of a league of nations I 

can not conceive.7 

As a result of Congressional opposition, the three-year 

naval program was withdrawn late in May 1919, but Secre¬ 

tary of the Navy Josephus Daniels continued to urge greater 

naval preparedness. In the pages of a popular magazine he 
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told the American people that, if the United States did not 

join the League, 

we must become a super-Prussia. Militarism and navalism must 

be interwoven with the warp and woof of our industrial life. It 

must dominate our education and to some extent our religion. 

We must be a national porcupine, so bristling with guns and so 

trained to use them, that no other nation dares touch us. . . . 

Better militarism for America than defeat.8 

Trying to frighten the country into adopting the League, 

which was one of the techniques also used by the President 

in his speaking tour of 1919, had little effect upon a liberal 

sentiment that was fast being hardened into disillusionment 

over the work of the Paris Peace Conference. Oswald Gar¬ 

rison Villard wrote to Ramsay MacDonald, the English La¬ 

bor party leader, complaining that “The Secretary of War 

urges a large army and the League in the same breath and, 

of course, there is no movement to decrease the Navy. Wil¬ 

son has stated frankly that if he does not get the League, he 

will recommend that the United States be placed on the Ger¬ 

man basis prior to the war as the only proper way to live. 

This from the man who commanded us to destroy the 

wicked old German order!’’ 9 

Although a variety of motives entered into the United 

States’ rejection of the Treaty of Versailles, the liberals’ 

primary basis for discontent revolved around the treaty’s in¬ 

consistency with Wilson’s own earlier peace proposals as out¬ 

lined in the famous Fourteen Points. It was difficult to rec¬ 

oncile the Peace Conference’s work with former high ideals. 

Even the presence of the League of Nations in the treaty 

could not overcome their conviction that it was a harsh 

settlement imposed by the victor powers. Far from ensuring 

a permanent world peace, the Treaty of Versailles, it was 

felt, would lay the ground for future wars. Pacifist liberals 
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attacked the League for its proposed reliance on force as 

a means to peace, but most serious was the general unhap¬ 

piness over the entire League and Treaty of Versailles that 

characterized so many progressives and liberals. “The more 

I study it, the more I am convinced,” Villard wrote to Sen¬ 

ator La Follette, “that it is the most iniquitous peace docu¬ 

ment ever drawn, that it dishonours America because it 

violates our solemn pledge given to the Germans at the 

time of the armistice and because it reeks with bad faith, 

revengefulness and inhumanity.” Villard concluded that 

the treaty “seals the ruin of the modern capitalistic system 

and constitutes a veritable Pandora’s box out of which will 

come evils of which we have not as yet any conception.” 10 

Disillusionment over the war and the peace treaty was re¬ 

sponsible for much of the political isolationism of the post¬ 

war liberals. Yet, in respect to cultural and intellectual life, 

this group was more attuned to world thought and more 

genuinely internationalist in its feelings than the statesmen 

who were supporting the League as a vehicle for continued 

American intervention in world affairs. In the Senate it 

was no doubt true that many opponents of the League were 

isolationist Republicans in whom partisan politics played 

an important role. But at least some of the “irreconcilables” 

who fought the League — Senators Norris, La Follette, and 

Borah, for example — were among the stanchest advocates 

of an international understanding based on disarmament 

and mutual cooperation. And certainly it was no narrow, 

isolationist nationalism that caused the New Republic and 

John Dewey, formerly two of Wilson’s most loyal support¬ 

ers, to break with him on the question of the League and 

ratification of the Versailles Treaty. The New Republic, as 

soon as the text of the treaty arrived in the United States, 

voiced its dismay. And on the cover of its next issue it pro¬ 

claimed: 



228 THE DECLINE OF AMERICAN LIBERALISM 

THIS IS NOT PEACE. Americans would be fools if they per¬ 

mitted themselves to be embroiled in a system of European alli¬ 

ances. America promised to underwrite a stable peace. Mr. Wil¬ 

son has failed. The peace cannot last. America should withdraw 

from all commitments which would impair her freedom of ac¬ 

tion.11 

Following its forthright announcement, the New Repub¬ 

lic immediately became a vehicle for much of the early dis- 

illusionist writing. John Maynard Keynes’s Economic Con¬ 

sequences of the Peace, with its criticism of Wilson and the 

economic provisions of the peace treaty, was serialized late 

in 1919. And in the October 8 issue John Dewey published 

his interpretation of the work at the Paris Peace Conference 

under the caption “The Discrediting of Idealism.” Writing 

as one of those who, though “strongly opposed to war in 

general broke with the pacifists because they saw in this war 

a means of realizing pacific ideals,” Dewey, however, ad¬ 

mitted: “The defeat of idealistic aims has been, without 

exaggeration, enormous. The consistent pacifist has much 

to urge now in his own justification; he is entitled to his 

flourish of private triumphings.” For those who, like himself, 

had counseled war for idealistic reasons, there was little now 

to urge “except the scant though true plea that things would 

have been much worse if Germany had won, as she would 

have done without the participation of the United States.” 

The defeat of American aims, Dewey argued, was due to the 

failure to back them up by the intelligent use of force. In 

practice, he thought, the United States should have insisted 

on the terms of its entry before going into war on the side of 

the Allies. But just how this could have been done, or how 

force was to be directed by intelligence, Dewey did not say.12 

A young liberal who went much further in his disillusion¬ 

ment than Dewey, and who in a sense continued Randolph 
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Bourne’s attack upon the pragmatists for their justification 

of American entry into the war, was Harold Stearns. Stearns 

in many ways fulfilled the popular American notion of a 

literary radical. The son of a widowed mother, he managed 

to go through Harvard on slender financial resources and 

gravitated to New York, where in Greenwich Village he 

mixed a career of writing and editing with the gayer side of 

life. Then, in the twenties, he joined the group of young 

American intellectuals who became expatriates in Paris. 

In the Preface to his Liberalism in America, which he 

published in 1919, Stearns pointed out that decentrali¬ 

zation and individualism were qualities that were more 

marked in Europe than in the United States — at least as 

intellectual attitudes. In Europe, for example, people were 

less sentimental about the political state, regarding con¬ 

scription and taxes as unmitigated evils, in contrast to the 

Americans’ naive willingness to think of them as somehow 

patriotic. This judgment set the tone for Steam’s definition 

of liberalism as a respect for the dignity and worth of the in¬ 

dividual. Liberalism was thus the complete antithesis of the 

militarism and statism coming out of the war.13 

Stearns believed that the war had failed in its liberal ends, 

partly because the statesmen themselves were not liberal, 

but also because the intellectuals flocking to Washington 

easily became the dupes of the military and readily condoned 

the conscription of men and thought. In a chapter that he 

bitingly called “Timidity and the Seductions of Office or 

Career,” Stearns noted the charm of being “a big-shot” and 

of being on the inside. Thus Washington in 1917 and 1918 

was filled with such a tremendous flood of energy that “The 

war itself was forgotten in the intensity of waging it.” While 

the war also encouraged the herd instinct and mob violence, 

releasing all normal inhibitions, it was the intellectuals more 

than the masses who became hysterical, allowing themselves 
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to be captivated by the President’s fine phrases. Stearns bit¬ 

terly criticized Wilson for what he termed “The Technique 

of Liberal Failure,” and he argued that if the President had 

had to fight for men and to make his ideals popular he 

would have negotiated a better peace. Exploring the wide 

gulf between Wilson’s pretensions and his policy — his sup¬ 

pression of free speech in the midst of extolling it — Stearns 

quoted Amos Pinchot’s famous remark: “He puts his ene¬ 

mies in office and his friends in jail.” Stearns wrote that 

Wilson showed “to what extremes of cruelty and intolerance 

and injustice the idealist in politics can go,” and he con¬ 

cluded sadly: 

The plain truth of our war to make the world safe for democ¬ 

racy is that today there is less freedom of speech and right of as¬ 

semblage, less tolerance, more governmental control over politi¬ 

cal and economic opinion, less liberty for teachers and college 

professors, more reaction and militarism than was the case the 

day we declared war on Germany.14 

The dissatisfaction of the liberal and progressive forces 

over the Treaty of Versailles because it did not fulfill Wil¬ 

son’s Fourteen Points might, as Eric Goldman has suggested, 

in time have become even greater if the treaty had lived up 

to Wilson’s ideals. The root of the trouble was not that 

Wilson’s policies were rejected at Paris, but that those poli¬ 

cies were already hopelessly out of date. The President, in 

other words, was trying to recast the world in a nineteenth- 

century liberal mold which, if realized, would have been 

anathema to many of his old progressive supporters in the 

United States.15 

This is an interesting thesis which enables one equally to 

defend Wilson’s program as sincere, though old-fashioned 

and misguided, and to justify the presumably more realistic 

and progressive attempts to create a new world order in our 
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own time. It was true that the laissez-faire liberalism en¬ 

visioned in the Fourteen Points was hardly compatible with 

the stronger nationalism advocated by progressives in the 

United States and by state socialists in Europe. Such former 

supporters of Wilson as the progressive Herbert Croly, who 

broke with him over the Versailles Treaty, might therefore 

have been much more disappointed if a Wilsonian type of 

League had actually come into being to preside over a world 

made up of a congeries of nineteenth-century liberal states. 

But, actually, how much credence should be given to the 

Fourteen Points in view of their obvious conflict with the 

Allies’ secret treaties, spelling out a postwar division of the 

spoils among the victor powers? The Fourteen Points were 

not only incompatible with the realistic aspirations of such 

American progressives as Herbert Croly, but they were also 

at odds with the Allies’ war aims. While Wilson’s idealistic 

wartime speeches concealed this fact, as well as his own 

knowledge of the secret treaties, from the American people, 

they raised questions as to the sincerity of his whole war 

program. The truth was that, once America went to war, 

such liberals as Bourne and Stearns and Villard no longer 

trusted the sincerity of the President or believed his state¬ 

ments that he was working to establish a liberal peace. 

From a liberal point of view, the action of the United 

States in entering the war sealed the doom of an idealistic 

peace through American influence. For example, the Nation 

in the fall of 1920, taking note of the distress of Herbert 

Croly and the New Republic over the demise of liberalism 

since 1912, observed: “The temporary knell of American 

liberalism was sounded the minute its false leader put it into 

war.” The great figures in the history of liberalism, the 

Nation believed, were those who opposed the war instead of 

the contrary cases of Lloyd George and Woodrow Wilson. 

“For war and liberalism to lie down together anywhere, at 
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any time, with any excuse, means only one thing — disaster 

to liberalism. When war is declared on a foreign foe it is 

also declared on every forward-looking cause, every liberal, 

every reformer at home.” 16 In reply to this criticism, Croly 

defended his thesis that it was lack of realism on the part of 

liberals, rather than the war, that was primarily responsible 

for the death of liberalism. Admitting, however, his own 

disappointment with the results of the war and also the 

growing popularity of the Nation’s pacifist position, Croly 

added: ‘‘Considering the nature of the Treaty of Versailles 

. . . pro-war liberals have much to explain.” 17 

Croly unconsciously pointed to the differences that di¬ 

vided progressives and liberals by praising Theodore Roose¬ 

velt as a liberal and invoking his role in the Spanish-Ameri- 

can War and his later career as proofs of the compatibility 

of war and liberalism. The Nation, on the other hand, was 

unrealistic in its liberalism or, in other words, not progres¬ 

sive. The great miscalculation, both his own and Wilson’s, 

Croly asserted, was the failure to anticipate the way in 

which the American people were to become unrestrained 

militarists in the course of the fighting, intoxicated by the 

government’s propaganda and losing sight of all other ob¬ 

jects in their desire for military victory. How this result, 

partially foreseen by Wilson, could have been avoided, 

Croly left unsaid, although a contributor to a later issue of 

his magazine pointed out that no liberal movement, without 

a stronger popular and labor base than that of 1917, could 

have resisted the conservative reaction of the war years. ‘‘No 

President could have put this country into war in 1917 with¬ 

out enlisting the voluntary cooperation of the business com¬ 

munity, and of that articulate, conscious, purposeful part of 

the business community that has no use for liberalism.” 18 

Although many liberals after 1918 heeded Randolph 
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Bourne’s injunction “to prevent this war of ours from pass¬ 

ing into popular mythology as a holy crusade,” later genera¬ 

tions have tried to revive the notion of Wilson’s being hood¬ 

winked by the vindictive European politicians at Paris and 

then being thwarted by the isolationist Republicans in the 

the United States Senate. This picture of Wilson, the lonely 

liberal idealist, going down to defeat at home and abroad is, 

however, persuasive only if one ignores, first, the extent to 

which contemporary liberals repudiated Wilson’s leader¬ 

ship and, second, and most important, the reactionary poli¬ 

cies that Wilson permitted to be continued on the home 

front after all fighting had ceased. Whatever may be said 

for the liberalism of his first administration or of his ideal¬ 

istic internationalism before the American declaration of 

war, there was precious little liberalism left in the United 

States after April 1917 and less after November 1918. 

In many ways the illiberalism that followed the Armistice 

was worse than that of the war period. Though this reaction 

repeated a phenomenon also characteristic of other postwar 

periods in American history, the President could not be ab¬ 

solved of responsibility. In his authority over the executive 

departments of the government, and by his use of the pardon¬ 

ing power, the President could have done much to lessen 

the hysteria and intolerance of the last years of his adminis¬ 

tration. But even before he was struck down by illness, the 

President had set his face against any leniency to radical or 

pacifist opponents of the war. Thus conscientious objectors, 

socialist and IWW radicals, political prisoners, and others 

who had violated the wartime Espionage and Sedition Acts 

were kept in jail. Toward Eugene Debs, the most famous of 

these war prisoners, Wilson was especially vindictive. Al¬ 

though Debs was not brought to trial until after the Armis¬ 

tice, Wilson refused all pleas for a pardon, which came only 
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after Harding had entered the White House. The campaign 

for a general amnesty made little headway. The League for 

the Amnesty of Political Prisoners, in urging the prompt 

release of Emma Goldman, Debs, and others, argued fruit¬ 

lessly that, even if it was granted “that their imprisonment 

was necessary to preserve wartime morale, how can it be 

justified now that peace is declared?” Of all nations in the 

World War the United'States alone, as Zechariah Chafee has 

pointed out, “still refused in 1920 a general amnesty to 

political prisoners.” 19 

Instead of pardons for wartime offenders, the postwar 

period witnessed a new surge of repressive laws directed 

against individual freedom. Justification for these measures 

and for the increasingly harsh methods used in their en¬ 

forcement was found in the popular and official fears of a 

“Red Menace,” striking at America. The seeming success of 

the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, despite the abortive 

attempts at intervention on the part of the United States 

and the Allies, plus the renewed outbreak of radicalism at 

home, led to a demand for action against the American 

“Reds.” The war itself had heightened class antagonisms 

and aroused the bitterness of labor. Strikes, especially in 

such key industries as steel, coal, and textiles, as well as by 

the Boston police force, aroused the anxiety of conservative 

interests. At the same time there occurred a succession of 

bomb scares, in which a large number of missiles addressed 

to Federal officials and other prominent persons were seized 

in the mails. Before their discovery, however, bombs 

wrecked several homes including Attorney General Palm¬ 

er’s, one person was killed, and an atmosphere of public 

hysteria was created from which high officials were not ex¬ 

empt. Though the labor troubles were rooted in postwar 

cutbacks in wages and employment, and although the bomb 

outrages were never solved nor pinned to any radical group, 
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any strike or threat of violence immediately became iden¬ 

tified in the popular mind with radicals and Reds. 

Conveniently at hand in this crisis was a variety of war¬ 

time legislation, ostensibly directed against espionage and 

sedition, but also capable of use in stamping out so-called 

radical activities. Not only were the Federal laws still in 

existence, but in addition there was a tremendous volume 

of state legislation that had been added to the statutes during 

the war. Extending the old common law against conspiracy, 

the states added new and far-reaching measures dealing 

with opposition to war, display of the Red flag, sedition, un¬ 

lawful assembly, and criminal syndicalism. The most im¬ 

portant of these laws in terms of the postwar scene were the 

criminal syndicalist statutes, making it a crime to advocate 

and teach, or to aid and abet the commission of, sabotage or 

unlawful acts of force and violence with the aim of accom¬ 

plishing a change in industrial ownership or control, or of 

effecting any governmental change. Laws of such a broad 

nature obviously provided a basis upon which state au¬ 

thorities could move to suppress strikes as well as the ex¬ 

pression of any kind of radical opinions. However, except 

in California, most of the state criminal syndicalist laws 

became dead letters until revived again after World War 

II.20 

In the immediate postwar period, the most conspicuous 

instance of state illiberalism occurred in New York, where 

on March 26, 1919, the legislature set up a joint committee 

of six, under the chairmanship of Senator Clayton R. Lusk, 

to investigate radical and seditious activities and report back 

to the legislature. Although only an investigating, and not a 

prosecuting, body, the Lusk Committee in its search for 

materials proceeded to stage a series of spectacular and il¬ 

legal raids upon radical organizations. On the basis of its 

activities and charges, five Socialist assemblymen, duly 
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elected by the people to represent their districts in the state 

legislature, were denied their seats and expelled from the 

Assembly chamber. 

The Lusk Committee also instigated the prosecution of 

various radical leaders and was responsible for two new 

school laws. The first of these laws required a loyalty oath 

of all teachers and directed the expulsion of any teachers 

deemed guilty of advocating “a form of government other 

than the government of the United States or of this state.” 

The second law required all private schools to be licensed 

by the state and stipulated that no license would be granted 

to a school “where it shall appear that the instruction pro¬ 

posed to be given includes the teaching of the doctrine that 

organized governments shall be overthrown by force, vio¬ 

lence or unlawful means.” On the basis of this second law, 

the Rand School of Social Science, a socialist and labor 

college in New York City, which had already been raided 

by the Lusk Committee, was brought before the courts for 

refusing to take out a state license. Before the case could be 

decided — either on the basis of the school’s refusal to apply 

for a license or, if licensed, on the question of whether or 

not the school was guilty of revolutionary teachings — Gov¬ 

ernor Alfred E. Smith approved two acts of the state legis¬ 

lature canceling both of the Lusk school laws. These laws, 

he declared, were repugnant to American democracy and a 

violation of freedom of opinion and freedom of speech for 

teachers and schools, both of which could be compelled to 

defer to what a state officer deemed loyalty. In signing the 

repeal measure, Governor Smith asserted: “I firmly believe 

that I am vindicating the principle that, within the limits of 

the penal law, every citizen may speak and teach what he 

believes.” 21 

Meanwhile throughout the nation the Federal govern¬ 

ment continued to enforce the censorious policies of the war 
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period. A year after the Armistice, the Attorney General 

raided and closed the office of the Seattle Union-Record, 

while Postmaster General Burleson kept the socialist New 

York Call and Milwaukee Leader from the mails. During 

this time Victor Berger, editor of the Leader, and next to 

Debs the most prominent of the individuals imprisoned 

under the Espionage Act, was denied the seat in the House 

of Representatives to which he was twice re-elected by the 

people of Milwaukee. Though each house of Congress 

traditionally acted as sole judge in the seating of its mem¬ 

bers, the stand in expelling Berger for his words opposing 

the war was unprecedented. 

Most active of all Federal officials in the postwar assault 

on liberalism was Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer. 

Not satisfied with the wartime sedition law, Palmer urged 

Congress to pass a peacetime act along the lines of those 

already adopted in many of the states. Although no such 

measure was passed, Congress during the winter of 1919-20 

had some seventy sedition bills under consideration. The 

refusal of Congress to enact a peacetime sedition law did 

not mean, of course, as was often imagined, that the country 

wTas defenseless against genuinely treasonable or revolution¬ 

ary activities. But the intent of a sedition law was to go be¬ 

yond actions and to prosecute thoughts and opinions. When 

this became less possible of accomplishment after the war, 

at least in so far as American citizens were concerned, the 

government then turned to the alien population of the 

United States and instituted what became known as the 

“deportations delirium of nineteen-twenty.” 

The alien as far back as the time of the French Revolu¬ 

tion, when Congress passed the Alien and Sedition Acts, had 

been suspected of harboring radical designs upon American 

institutions. By the dose of the nineteenth century, this 

general American suspicion of alien radicals was intensified 
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as a result of the activities of a small group of European 

anarchists who had not hesitated to resort to such violent 

techniques as bomb throwing and assassination. Acting to 

meet public fears, Congress in its various measures dealing 

with immigration, beginning with the law of March 3, 1903, 

provided for the exclusion and deportation of anarchists 

and other dangerous radicals from the United States. The 

question immediately arose as to what constituted an an¬ 

archist, but exclusion cases were rare until public hysteria 

during World War I created a new wave of anti-alien feeling. 

Alien legislation was thereupon broadened to include not 

only anarchists but also any alien guilty of violating the 

Espionage Act or of holding radical beliefs or associations.22 

Not only was the authority of the Federal government 

supreme in all matters concerning immigration, but alien 

legislation also made deportation a subject to be decided by 

administrative discretion without the necessity of resort to 

the courts for enforcement. As a practical matter therefore, 

if an alien was deemed to be a radical within the meaning of 

the law, deportation could automatically follow his appre¬ 

hension and arrest. The only question affording any possi¬ 

bility of court review was the decision as to what radical 

organizations were illegal and whether the suspected radical 

alien was in fact a member of a proscribed group.23 

The postwar campaign against alien radicals got under 

way just before Christmas 1919 when the United States 

transport vessel Buford, nicknamed “the Soviet Ark,” sailed 

under sealed orders with two hundred forty-nine aliens in 

the process of deportation. The deportees, who were bound 

for Russia, had been expelled by executive orders in ac¬ 

cordance with the law of Congress. Contrary to wild news¬ 

paper stories that excited the public imagination, most of 

the passengers on the Buford were an obscure lot who had 

had the misfortune at one time or another to have been an- 
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archists or members of inconsequential Russian organiza¬ 

tions later deemed subversive. Only the celebrated anarchists 

Emma Goldman and her friend Alexander Berkman, who 

had been conspicuous radical agitators for several decades, 

could conceivably be thought of as dangerous to the existing 

order and institutions of the United States. In the case of 

Emma Goldman, though she was already in prison for coun¬ 

seling resistance to the wartime draft law, deportation was 

accomplished only by the devious method of revoking her 

husband’s citizenship, on which her own depended. 

The departure of the Buford and its unfortunate passen¬ 

gers, some of whom had left families behind and almost all 

of whom were going back to a Russia much different than 

the czarist land of their birth, was followed in January 1920 

by carefully prepared raids in a number of cities, in which 

over four thousand persons were rounded up and held 

under deportation charges. The work of carrying out these 

raids was in the hands of the General Intelligence Division 

of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in the Department 

of Justice. This newly created division of the Bureau placed 

its chief emphasis on radical literature as decisive evidence 

of subversive beliefs or intent. Disregarding private rights, 

the GID, usually without the use of warrants, ransacked the 

personal possessions of suspected anarchists or “Reds” and 

conducted raids on publishing houses and radical clubs. 

Especially sought out as radicals were members of the IWW, 

Communists, radical intellectuals and writers, and Negro 

radicals. Accepting the doctrine of guilt by association, the 

Department of Justice agents justified their raids on the 

assumption that radical membership or purported member¬ 

ship was in itself a crime.24 

The public at first gave its approval to the raids because 

it was convinced that those arrested were dangerous for¬ 

eigners bent on acts of violence. But the raids, unprece- 
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dented except for the similar and bitterly resented “slacker” 

raids during the war, eventually resulted in a reaction 

against such extreme and manifestly unjust methods of ac¬ 

complishing alien deportations. Many of those arrested and 

subjected to various indignities, while their families were 

consumed with worry and fear, were subsequently found to 

be law-abiding citizens. Others were released because of lack 

of any evidence of radical actions or associations. “At no 

place,” as Louis F. Post wrote, “in all that nation-wide raid¬ 

ing of January, 1920, were any weapons or explosive ma¬ 

terials or destructive mechanisms discovered from which an 

inference of projected crime, private or political, could be 

reasonably drawn. Even as to criminal thoughts the proof 

was flimsy — absurdly so in contrast with the severity of 

the raiding.” 25 

Post, as Assistant Secretary of Labor in charge of immigra¬ 

tion, was able to prevent further injustice by canceling the 

warrants for the arrest of all those who could not definitely 

be tied to membership in a radical organization. In prac¬ 

tice, the test of subversive radical beliefs came to depend 

on membership in the IWW or in the Communist party, 

which the law, the courts, and the Departments of Justice 

and Labor agreed were proscribed organizations according 

to the meaning of the language in the alien and deportation 

statutes. For his humane and intelligent administration of 

these laws, Post, however, was bitterly criticized and even 

threatened with impeachment by some members of Con¬ 

gress. In all, over seven hundred alien radicals were de¬ 

ported in the two years 1920 and 1921; after that the number 

dropped off sharply, although deportations for other reasons 

mounted during the twenties.26 

January 1920, the month of the alien raids and of the 

expulsion of the five Socialist assemblymen from the New 

York legislature, represented the climax of the post-Armis- 
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tice campaign against radicalism. Though sanity gradually 

returned, the intolerance of the war and postwar era was 

not easily eradicated. Two unpleasant mementos of the 

period that lingered on into the twenties to become causes 

celebres were the Sacco-Vanzetti and Mooney-Billings cases. 

Tom Mooney and Warren Billings were radical unionists 

convicted of responsibility for a bomb outrage that killed 

eight persons in a San Francisco Preparedness Day parade 

in 1916. Although they escaped the death penalty, their 

continued imprisonment on a conviction secured by flimsy 

evidence, and perhaps by perjured testimony, bolstered the 

belief of liberals that their penalty was due more to their 

radical opinions than to any actual complicity in the bomb¬ 

ing of 1916. A similar feeling of injustice stirred the protests 

against the execution of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Van- 

zetti, two Italian anarchists accused of a payroll robbery and 

murder at South Braintree, Massachusetts, in April 1920. 

Brought to trial in the midst of the antialien and antiradical 

atmosphere of the early twenties, the anarchist philosophy 

of the defendants seemed to many liberals to be an impor¬ 

tant factor in their conviction. This highly controversial 

case, which touched off demonstrations of protest abroad, 

continued to trouble the American conscience long after 

the defendants themselves had been executed in 1927.2T 

Ultimately, the antiradical hysteria subsided, if only be¬ 

cause it had so largely accomplished its intent. The organi¬ 

zations capable of providing leadership for any sort of mass 

radical or labor movement had been broken up or hope¬ 

lessly weakened. Thus the IWW, the Nonpartisan League, 

and the various Socialist and Communist parties were all 

depleted in membership and influence. Although much of 

the radical movement was liberal in neither its methods nor 

its goals, the toleration of dissenting minorities and the free 

expression of dissenting opinion had always been cardinal 
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liberal tenets. Radical minority views, it was true, had 

previously been subject to restraint in American history, 

but never until World War I did the suppression of freedom 

enjoy the almost unanimous support of the various agencies 

of the government — national, state, and local. 

The official attack on all evidence of postwar radicalism 

paved the way for the emphasis of the 1920’s on conformity 

and “one hundred per cent Americanism.” In attempting 

to carry out his policies by suppressing liberal and radical 

criticism, President Wilson had helped to ensure his own 

defeat. Though Wilson had departed widely from idealistic 

internationalism, inviting still further liberal disaffection 

and discord, there was tragedy none the less in the complete 

American nationalist revulsion of the twenties. Perhaps, as 

some of Wilson’s critics argued, the fault lay in the fact of 

the war itself and in American participation. But in any 

case there was little doubt that the war and postwar years 

carried further the decline of liberalism and bequeathed to 

the future an atmosphere in no way compatible with the 

high hopes that many liberals and progressives had enter¬ 

tained in 1917. For his own part, following his return from 

Paris in 1919, the President had warned that failure of the 

world to agree on a method to prevent war would result in 

another vast struggle within a generation, destroying man¬ 

kind’s vision of permanent peace. And he added: “When I 

think of the homes upon which dull despair would settle 

if this great hope is disappointed, I should wish for my part 

never to have had America play any part whatever in this 

attempt to emancipate the world.” 28 
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The Cult of Conformity 

and Prosperity 

The American people found it difficult to stamp out the 

embers of World War I. Despite a growing disillusionment, 
H I 1 1 f , n Til*! f t 1 * I 1 /I f t t* I ► /-\ f 1 41 , 4-\ 1 4-L 44 4—4 4-4 44 44 4 4 44 J 44 _ 44 4 4 44 4 _ _ _ -_ J much of the wartime spirit of intolerance and repression 

lingered on, while the examples of self-sacrifice and idealism 

were lost in an engulfing wave of postwar hysteria. Yet there 

wasjiaffimybyedl^^grcatjiQSialgia _on th_e_ part of the Amer¬ 

ican people for the wavs,.of a peaceful society. The Harding 

1920 campaign slogan of “back to normalcy’’ was an apt 

summary of the popular mood, and the verdict of the elec¬ 

tions, if not necessarily a repudiation of the League of Na¬ 

tions and the Treaty of Versailles, certainly expressed a 

revolt against almost everything connected with the late 

war. The problem of the twenties therefore resolved itself 

into a struggle to disavow the heritage of the war while, at 

the same time, its effects continued to exert a subtle but 

powerful influence on almost all aspects of American life 

and 

In the transition from war mood to the disillusionment of 

the 1920’s, the philosophy and practice of liberalism was the 

chief victim. Assaying the prospects as they appeared in the 

1920 presidential election, liberals felt that they were faced 

with a “Hobson’s choice.” To the argument that they should 

vote for Cox and the Democrats in order to avoid the danger 
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of repudiating Wilson’s ideals through the election of Hard¬ 

ing and the Republicans, the New Republic replied that 

the Democratic party was liberal only in the sense that it 

stood in greater need of the independent votenjOnce in 

office it flouted the liberals’ will and ignored their influence. 

“Liberals have nothing to gain by being courted before 

election only to be betrayed after election. They will not 

persuade the Democratic party to be more liberal by sup¬ 

porting it after it has proved false to its promises of liberal¬ 

ism. Defeat rather than victory,” the New Republic con¬ 

cluded, “will teach the Democrats to take liberalism seri¬ 

ously.” If liberals voted Democratic, it meant that they 1 
accepted Wilson’s Russian policy, the Treaty of Versailles, 

and the work of Postmaster General Burleson and Attorney J 

General Palmer. On the other hand, liberals did not have to 

vote for Harding; instead they could best make known their ; 

protest by merely abstaining.1 

Echoing this view, the Nation in a post-mortem on the 

election results observed that the people had seen through 

Wilson’s falseness and pseudo-liberalism. Now, at least, 

Burleson and Palmer could no longer claim approval for 

their policies. Liberals, the Nation felt, could deal more 

frankly, and with less danger of disillusionment, with the 

openly reactionary Harding —- although admittedly there 

was little basis for confidence in the incoming President. 

“He receives the greatest office in the world with the slight¬ 

est record of achievement,” the Nation pointed out.2 In a 

personal letter Villard, commented that Harding “is more 

to be pitied than any man who ever took high office in 

America, he is so utterly inadequate by culture and training 

and experience and, of course, so absolutely ignorant about 

everything abroad. His viewpoint is entirely that of Marion, 

Ohio.” 3 

A necessary condition of any return to a semblance of 



THE CULT OF CONFORMITY AND PROSPERITY 245 

normality was the ending of wartime militarism. Here liber¬ 

alism, though its triumph was only partial and temporary, 

won its greatest success. The defeat of postwar plans for 

some form of universal compulsory military training and 

the demobilization of four million men from the army, 

trimming it back to almost its prewar size of around one 

hundred thousand, slowed the trend toward militarism. 

Yet the insistence of liberals and pacifists on a more complete 

disarmanment was hardly met. Much of the liberal case 

against the Treaty of Versailles was based on the belief that 

it was incompatible with future world peace, and this con¬ 

viction was steadily strengthened as liberals perceived the 

way in which the victor powers maintained their large arma¬ 

ments and continued to prepare for war. Liberal spokesmen 

accordingly urged the American government to take the 

leadership in a world crusade for disarmament and, as evi¬ 

dence of good faith, begin to reduce its own naval and land 

forces.4 

This postwar campaign for disarmament enlisted the back¬ 

ing of a number of groups not usually associated with a paci¬ 

fist or liberal position. Alarmed at the mounting costs of 

preparedness, and particularly of naval building, many con¬ 

servative businessmen, for example, supported the call for 

the Washington Disarmament Conference. Although lim¬ 

ited in its achievement, the Conference temporarily averted 

a full-scale naval race and gave the world a chance to re¬ 

cover from the economic ravages of World War I.It was this 

widespread desire for economy and lower taxes, plus the 

intense popular aversion to another war, that had forced the 

Conference and was responsible for its modest accomplish¬ 

ments.5 
A reduction in the tools of war, while encouraging to 

liberals, did not blind them to other evidences of militaristic 

ways. The continent of Europe remained an armed camp. In 
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the United States, military training in the colleges under the 

Reserve Officers’ Training Corps program was expanded 

after the war, and behind-the-scenes plans were being 

readied for the total mobilization of American resources and 

manpower in the event of future hostilities. Also the United 

States continued to practice military intervention in Latin 

America. 

But more threatening to American liberalism in the 

twenties than these seeds of future wars was the immediate 

challenge offered by the continuance of wartime modes of 

thinking. The demobilizing of the armies, closing of gov¬ 

ernment agencies, and restoration of railroads and shipping 

lines to private ownership wejre not accompanied by a similar 

demobilization^of the official control of thought. Instead, 

the aftermath of the war, fought supposedly in the interests 

of an idealistic internationalism, was an intolerant and chau¬ 

vinistic insistence on nationalism. 

Disillusioned over the venture in internationalism repre¬ 

sented by the League, and accustomed to resounding war¬ 

time appeals for patriotic unity, thj^American people en¬ 

listed eagerly in the enforcement of a urogram of one hun¬ 

dred per cent Americanism. This meant not only turning 

away from Europe in the political sense of rejecting the 

League, but also a revulsion against all things foreign. Amer¬ 

ican tourists returning from abroad repeated the criticisms 

of the Old World and its customs voiced earlier by some of 

the homesick American soldiers. Europe was regarded as 

bankrupt and decadent in contrast to a United States en¬ 

joying the surge of postwar prosperity that followed the 

brief slump of 1920. To help preserve this prosperity, and 

to further isolate the United States from the contaminating 

influence of Europe, Congress raised tariff rates and acted to 

stop the tide of immigrants waiting to enter the United 

States after the war. In a series of measures culminating in 
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the National Origins Act of 1924; the United States reversed 

its traditional liberal immigration policy of more than a 

century,^ 

Part of the appeal of the new immigradon acts rested on 

the fact that they made possible drastic cuts in the number of 

^ immigrants arriving from Southern and Eastern Europe, or 

from Italy and the Slavic countries. Thus, in addition to the 

understandable American desire to prevent, for economic 

reasons, the continued large-scale immigration of the poverty- 

stricken masses of war-torn Europe, the new legislation also 

had a racial is t^base. United with old fears of radicalism or 

labor competition from the immigrant was a strong preju¬ 

dice against many of the foreigners on the grounds of their 

national origins. A distinction was therefore drawn in favor 

of the immigrants from Northern and Western Europe, with 

Great Britain alone receiving almost half the total yearly 

allowed quota of 150,000 persons/^This postwar resurgence 

of Anglo-Saxon racism was similarly illustrated by the popu¬ 

larity of such works as Madison Grant’s The Passing of the 

Great Race and Lothrop Stoddard’s The Rising Tide of 

Color Against White World Supremacy. Mourning the de¬ 

cline of the Anglo-Saxon race, which they saw as the inevita¬ 

ble result of the intermingling of European immigrants with 

the older American stock, these writers also warned of a fu¬ 

ture dominated by Asiatic and African nonwhites. 

1 Paradoxically, all the emphasis during the war and after 

upon Americanism and Americanization seemed often- 

/ times to have precisely the opposite effect from that in¬ 

tended. Under the insistent demand for a one hundred per 

cent Americanism, the old idea of America as a melting pot 

was subverted. The belief that the immigrant’s dissimilari¬ 

ties would gradually be transformed or modified until a new 

man, having all the advantages of a mixture of races, would 

emerge gave way to the idea of an enforced assimilation. 
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Also rejected was the concept of a mixed culture, in which 

the immigrant’s different customs would lend a pleasing 

variety to American life and thought. But while the immi¬ 

grant was thus being urged into a standardized pattern of 

conformity to American national values, he was more than 

ever associating himself with a number of the so-called hy¬ 

phenated societies and organizations.7 J 

Esfot only had the melting-pot idea become illiberal in its 

einpliasTsT~bui t ~ri'o lapger spiffed to,work effectively^ or 

smoothly. This same failure was illustrated in the case of 

religious groups that had formerly been reluctant to allow 

themselves to be singled out from the general population. 

Catholics, for example, began to emphasize the segregation 

of their membership, popularizing Catholic Boy Scouts, 

Catholic Daughters of America, and even a Catholic Mother 

of the Year. Jews and Negroes, the two domestic groups hit 

hardest by the intolerance of the twenties, turned to na¬ 

tionalistic movements of their own. Among Jews, Zionism 

took on a new popular appeal, while Negroes by the thou¬ 

sands supported the “Back to Africa” movement of Marcus 

A. Garvey, an adventurer and promoter who attempted to 

appeal to Negro racial pride.8 

j But of all the postwar hostility toward foreigners and 

other minority groups, probably the most extreme manifes¬ 

tations came from the Ku-fUapcJCLan. Using the name and 

many of the methods of the organization that had flourished 

in the South after the Civil War, and taking advantage of 

the fondness of many Americans for joining secret societies 

or fraternal clubs, the revived Klan united in its program 

all the most intolerant and illiberal features of the cult of 

postwar nationalism. Popularly thought of as merely an 

anti-Negro society, the Klan was against all alien forces in 

American life. Representing a recrudesence of American 

nativism, the society derived strength from the antiforeign 
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feeling that followed the war. Its slogan of “native, white, 

Protestant’’ supremacy was aimed quite as much against the 

Catholic, the Jew, and the alien white immigrant as against 
the colored man.j 

Although first organized in 1915 by three members of the 

original post-Civil War Klan, the new society did not be¬ 

come important until about 1920. Five years later, at the 

height of its powers, there were perhaps four or five million 

members on its rolls, and its influence extended beyond the 

South into almost every part of the United States. In Indi¬ 

ana, for example, David Curtis Stephenson, a leading Klans- 

man, established a virtual dictatorship through his control 

of the Republican state machine. In the Democratic party, 

the Klan fought the nomination of Alfred E. Smith for 

president because of his religion. Wherever it reached, the 

Klan fostered intolerance and hate.[Setting itself up as a 

law-enforcement agency, it championed Prohibition and 

censored sexual morals, “sending warning notes and even 

flogging expeditions to punish men and women who had 

violated the seventh commandment.” Its religious outlook 

was favorable to the extreme conservative views of the Fun¬ 

damentalists, and like them it warred against the teaching of 

evolution. In all matters pertaining to foreign affairs, the 

Klan preached a chauvinistic nationalism, denouncing in¬ 

ternationalism and pacifism and insisting on a more mili- 

tantly patriotic tone in school history texts.9 J 

In its interference in the school system, the Klan rein¬ 

forced similar attempts at censorship exercised by a variety 

of superpatriotic groups such as the American Legion. The 

Legion was especially active in the effort to indoctrinate 

American youth in the military virtues, subsidizing their 

various leisure activities along these lines and coming to the 

aid of the ROTC whenever it was criticized by pacifists and 

educators.10 
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Though an undoubted power in the early 1920’s, the 

Klan, owing to its resort to violence and intimidation, was 

soon disgraced even in the eyes of its own membership. Dur¬ 

ing its sway, however, the Klan was an unpleasant reminder 

of the postwar wave of illiberalism, providing a vehicle for 

unscrupulous demagogues who traded on the vague fears and 

prejudices of great numbers of their fellow citizens. Yet,"' 

despite its excesses, the Klan was not as lasting a factor in 

the decline of American liberalism as the contempt for the ^ 

individual that continued to characterize official thinking 

and actionowhere was the insistence on conformity car¬ 

ried further than in the realm of social and morals legisla¬ 

tion. Although most of this legislation was not instigated in 

the postwar period, the decade of the twenties was the scene 

of the most drastic example of such legislation, the enact¬ 

ment and enforcement of Prohibition. 

Although Prohibition as a local or state measure went far 

back in Americamhistory, its real success as a national move¬ 

ment came in the progressive era of the early 1900’s and 

then, finally, during World War I when it was imposed as 

an emergency device to save grain for food. Prohibition was 

thus an interesting example both of wartime controls over 

the citizen and of the progressive reformers’ belief that the 

state knows what is best for the individual.[Prohibition was 

also an excellent illustration of the split in liberal and re¬ 

form circles between those who emphasized the traditional^?" 

liberalism of individual freedom and those who favored the 

progressives’ creed of state intervention and regulation for 

the general welfare^ To the former^grotip the good inten¬ 

tions of the Prohibitionists were no justification for their 

arbitrary means. As Harold Stearns pointed out in 1919, ^ 

“Coercion for the sake of virtue is as repugnant as coercion 

for the sake of vice. If American liberals are unwilling to 

fight the principle of coercion in the case of the Prohibition 
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Amendment simply because they are not much interested 

in whether the country is dry or not, then they are dis¬ 

credited the moment they fight coercion in those cases where 

they are interested.” 11 

The contrast on the Prohibition issue between noncon¬ 

formist individuals and social-reforming progressives was 

still apparent as late as 1930, when a mixed group of liberals, 

united largely by their opposition to Prohibition, blue laws, 

and other state interference with individual freedom, at¬ 

tempted to form what they called a LibgraLparty. Their 

abortive effort, soon forgotten in the rise of the hfew Deal, 

made one practical political gesture, however, by campaign¬ 

ing in an unsuccessful attempt to defeat Gifford Pinchot for 

governor of Pennsylvania. Pinchot, an old Theodore Roose¬ 

velt progressive and Bull Mooser, was anathema to them be¬ 

cause he advocated Prohibition and sundry other restrictive 

blue laws.12 

Prohibition, with the great temptation to break the law 

that it invited, soon resulted in a nation-wide wave of boot¬ 

legging and racketeering that made any thorough effort at 

enforcement virtually impossible.[The growing unpopular¬ 

ity of national Prohibition also seemed to indicate that the 

overwhelming approval originally registered for the Eight¬ 

eenth Amendment had been the result of a mixture of war¬ 

time hysteria and the lobbying efforts of fanatical pressure 

groups^The latter, deriving their main strength from some 

of the more Fundamentalist churches and from women’s 

organizations, still were able to exert a potent political in- 

, fluence, even after it became apparent that Prohibition on a 

national scale was unworkable, j 

The repeal in 1933 of the Eighteenth Amendment 

marked, however, no general retreat from governmental in¬ 

terference with private morals. Important Federal legisla¬ 

tion still remained on the statute books. The Mann Act, or 
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White Slave Traffic Act, passed in 1910 with the purpose of 

preventing the importation or interstate transportation of 

women for purposes of prostitution or commercialized vice, 

gave the Federal Bureau of Investigation, created two years 

earlier, its first big assignment. But, instead of smashing any 

widespread organized white-slave traffic across national or 

state borders, the Mann Act soon lent itself to legalized 

snooping and to censure of the private morals of couples 

who happened to stray across state lines.13 ^ 

The Mann Act was part of a pattern of what many jurists 

felt were archaic American laws dealing with sex.^Despite all 

the postwar talk of freedom of sex expression and the flout¬ 

ing of older conventions by the flappers and “flaming youth” J 

of the twenties, the laws on-the subject remained severe. 

Liberals made little headway with the plea that prosecution 

be confined to offenses against children and common de¬ 

cency or to the use of violence, as in rape, while other sexual 

conduct between adults in private be left alone. Summing 

up the laws on the subject of sex, one judge concluded: 

“Only in marriage is sex expression socially and legally ac¬ 

ceptable.” 14J 

The other important area of morals legislation, into which 

the Federal government entered, concerned narcotic drugs. 

The Harrison Narcotic Drug Act of 1914 provid^^hatTuch 

products could be sold only under certain specified con¬ 

ditions by registered dealers, who wrere required to pay an 

excise tax of one dollar a year. Although accepted by the 

Supreme Court as a revenue-raising measure, the purpose of 

the law obviously was “to control the drug evil by prohibit¬ 

ing the indiscriminate and clandestine sale of narcotics.” 

This measure seemed therefore to approach the limits of 

Congress’s ability to enact police regulations or morals legis¬ 

lation through the taxing power, but the interesting point 

of the narcotics law was its curious reverse effect. By out- 
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lawing the use of all drugs except by prescription, an entire 

new criminal class was created. Illegal drugs henceforth 

commanded prices that almost inevitably led the habitual 

user into crime and also encouraged a whole new apparatus 

of graft and corruption comparable to that surrounding the 

illicit liquor traffic. As Federal agents became successful by 

the end of the 1920’s in stamping out the trade in the more 

powerful drugs, such as morphine and cocaine, the use of 

marijuana spread and for the first time became current 

among high school youths. Largely ignored was the opinion 

of some experts that the drug addict, like the alcoholic, was 

basically a sick person and not a criminal. Also escaping at¬ 

tention was the fact that, in some civilizations and by some 

individuals, drugs were used much as alcohol as a part of 

man’s search for escapes and dreams. But the contention 

that use or misuse should depend on the individual and not 

on the state attracted little support.15 

Some observers viewed this growing interference of the 

government with personal habits, by means of social and 

morals legislation, as an example of the Puritanism of democ¬ 

racy. With the rise of modern democracy, they saw a tend¬ 

ency for government to become more aggressive in the pas¬ 

sage of such legislation, while the mass of the people came 

to cherish the reputed middle-class virtues of chastity, tem¬ 

perance, and thrift. The theory that the average citizen must 

be protected by his government from the temptations of vice 

was also invoked as justification for the growing number of 

state and local statutes authorizing the censorship of books 

and motion pictures. Despite the tremendous difficulty of 

drawing a line between art and obscenity, complete control 

over what the public could lawfully read or see was fre¬ 

quently entrusted to narrow-minded officials or private pres¬ 

sure groups. The main defense urged for such censorship 

was the need of keeping youthful eyes and ears from contact 
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with books or motion pictures fit only for adults. Gradually 

films became classified as to suitability for various age 

groups, but few authorities seemed to agree with the sug¬ 

gestion that “we might even go back to laissez-faire, and 

trust sensible parents to keep their children at home from 

mature films.” 16 

Morals legislation, as in the case of Prohibition, might 

result in a radical interference with personal liberty, and it 

might also, like Prohibition, set standards beyond reason¬ 

able power of enforcement. The ensuing confusion was 

bound to result in lawlessness and in a weakening of the 

very standards sought by the legislation. In any case, the old 

paternalistic attitude of indulgence toward a common hu¬ 

man weakness seemed to be in the process of abandonment 

— at least in so far as the law was concerned — as liquor, 

narcotics, vice, and gambling became the subjects of in¬ 

creasingly restrictive Federal legislation. According to one 

scholar in the field of law and public administration, the 

American people living under free institutions “submit to 

public regulation and control in ways that would appear in¬ 

conceivable to the spirit of oriental despotism.” 17 Another 

student of the subject pointed out that much of the Federal 

social and morals legislation could be handled through the 

police power of the states. “Regulations of this kind cer¬ 

tainly have not been due to commercial necessity,” he con¬ 

cluded.18 

^_In revolt over Prohibition and other censorious restraints 

on the individual, many liberals, especially of the younger 

generation, responded enthusiastically during the twenties 

^to the caustic criticisms that H. L. Mencken directed at his 

fellow citizens from the pages of the American Mercury. Al¬ 

though the “sage of Baltimore” also alienated many liberals 

by his antipathy toward democracy and idealistic reform, 

much of his criticism was motivated by a genuine concern 
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over what he felt was a decline in traditional liberal values. 

For example, the emphasis on one’s duty to the race or 

state, an ever-popular theme of the privileged classes, had 

become more than ever a symbol for docile obedience.19 

In his Notes on Democracy, published in 1926, Mencken 

argued that fearand envy were the two main characteristics 

of democracy and “of its twin, Puritanism.” Evidence of fear 

he~sawTn the American tendency to chase monsters, from 

the time of the British Redcoats during the American Revo¬ 

lution to the Bolshevists in the Red scare of 1919. In a 

democracy motivated by such hysteria, “The statesman be¬ 

comes, in the last analysis, a mere witch-hunter, a glorified 

smeller and snooper.” The Department of Justice he at¬ 

tacked as misnamed and as the chief violater of the Bill of 

Rights it was supposed to defend. Nine-tenths of American 

presidents, he pointed out, had reached office by making 

promises that were basically immoral. Yet, after election 

day, the President was criticized, not for making the prom¬ 

ises but for his failure to keep them. “No man,” he wrote, 

“would want to be President of the United States in strict 

accordance with the Constitution. There is no sense of 

power in merely executing the laws; it comes from evading 

or augmenting them.” 20 

Waging a continual personal fight against censorship and 

“Comstockery,” Mencken attacked as vulgar publicity seek¬ 

ers the professional reformers who were upset over alleged 

obscenity in literature. 1 he ”Clean Books bill they sought, 

he declared, would put the Bible out of print; but he 

doubted that such a law would achieve its purpose any more 

than the Volstead Act had stopped drinking in the United 

States. And in an essay entitled “Memoirs of a Subject,” 

Mencken lamented that, though Americans prided them¬ 

selves on their liberalism and liberty. Yet it must be ob¬ 

vious that their hold upon it is always precarious, and that 
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their government tries to take it away from them whenever 

possible — not completely, perhaps but always substan¬ 

tially.” 21 

Mencken’s varied writings touched, not too lightly, upon 

some of the illiberal aspects of American democracy in the 

1 twenties. But his pleas for greater personal freedom, though 

welcomed in liberal and intellectual circles, had little effect 

in reversing the nation-wide tendency toward restraint and 

>/ conformity. Thus, when the restrictive legislation, of which 

Mencken and other liberals complained, contributed to an 

increase of crime and racketeering, the popular solution 

was not repeal of the laws but the passage of more laws with 

stricter enforcement and harsher penalties and treatment 

for those guilty of infractions. As Rudyard Kipling had once 

pointed out, the American seemed under a twofold com¬ 

pulsion “to flout the law he makes” and again “to make the 

In its treatment of the criminal, who bore the full force of 

American indignation over the various “rackets” that sprang 

up in the twenties, American practice departed widely from 

the recommendations of contemporary students of crimi¬ 

nology and penology. Official investigations of American 

prisons reported inadequate institutions and barbaric treat¬ 

ment of the inmates. Brutal police methods, popularly 

known by the term “third degree,” only tended to confirm 

criminals in their bitterness toward society and in their de¬ 

sire for revenge. Despite the rejection by criminologists of 

harsh punishment as a deterrent to crime, and their repudia¬ 

tion of the objective of making the punishment fit the crime, 

law-enforcement officers continued to emphasize this ap¬ 

proach. By the close of the decade, however, there were 

signs of improvement in some of the better American pris¬ 

ons. Also encouraging was the steady decrease in the number, 

though not in the individual brutality, of lynchings. But 
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still off in the future was an acceptance of the liberal point 

of view that the criminal was a sick person in need of reha¬ 

bilitation. Also not generally accepted was the thesis that 

the only real question that should be involved in the use of 

imprisonment was “whether or not the individual accused 

is a fit person to be at large before or after adequate treat¬ 

ment.” 23 

!' Government interference in the realm of private morals 

and conduct was matched by its growing solicitude for the 

welfare of business enterprise. Parallelingqhe cult of nation- 

alism and Americanism after World War I was the cult of 

prosperity andlhe-worshipnf-Business methods and business 

values. Contrary to the often-held view that this business 

prosperity of the twenties was due to the workings of free 

competition under a philosophy of laissez faire, the decade 

actually witnessed a decline of competition in favor of a 

system of paternalistic government benefits to private enter¬ 

prise. As early as 1923, Thorstein Veblen showed how the 

old Victorian spirit of competition had been succeeded after 

the war by a new era in which statesmen zealously pushed 

forward the business interests of their respective nations. “So 

the propagation of special interests under the shelter of na¬ 

tional policy has come into the case . . The outcome of 

the tvar fought, as Veblen believed, for commercial domina¬ 

tion was a kind of democratic imperialism compounded of 

national inflation and “business enterprise bent on getting 

something for nothing at any cost.” 24 

fin the United States, the administrative control of busi¬ 

ness, already proposed by Theodore Roosevelt and others, 

had actually come into being through the various World 

War I emergency agencies headed by the War Industries 

Board under Bernard Baruch. Thoughuhesejigencies were 

for the most paiL_speedily dissolved,after the Armistice, 

many of the techniques of consolidation that they had fos- 
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tered as wartime conservation measures remained in exist¬ 

ence. Standardized products to eliminate duplication of 

/facilities, trade associationism among competitors, and agree- 

1 ments to share the market and fix prices were all means of 

reducing competition which continued beyond the war, and 

which by now enjoyed the benevolent protection of the gov¬ 

ernment. The so-called regulatory bodies such as the Inter¬ 

state Commerce Commission, createcT'originally to encour¬ 

age competition, became in many cases large bureaucracies 

working in close conjunction with big business. A scholar not 

unsympathetic with the government regulatory agencies has 

nevertheless concluded, on the basis of a group of detailed 

case studies, that regulation “has done little more than out¬ 

law practices that are frowned upon by the majority of busi¬ 

nessmen. It has brought order into fields where the industri¬ 

alists themselves recognized the need for control. The 

self-interest of politically effective groups has been identi¬ 

fied with such departures from laissez faire.” The new 

philosophy of the regulatory agencies was also pointed out 

by William E. Humphrey, hixnseTTnii'ember of the Federal 

Trade Commission. The commissions, he reported, had re¬ 

versed their stand to become “the bulwark instead of the 

oppressor’’ of industry.25 

(Meanwhile Herbert Hoover as secretary of commerce 

sought to bring business and engineering principles into 

government. Seeing no conflict with the rugged individual- 

yism he prized, and which his own career had in a consider¬ 

able measure exemplified, he proceeded to make the De¬ 

partment of Commerce into a vast agency for the promotion 

of business interests both at home and abroad. In this proc¬ 

ess he specifically encouraged business to organize itself into 

trade associations and to develop its own codes of fair com- 

petition7“\^e are passing,” Hoover said, “from a period of 

extremely individualistic action into a period of associa- 
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tional activities.” 26 And by the time he left the White 

House after twelve years of government service, more than 

two thousand of these trade associations were in existence, 

compared with the dozen or so that had been functioning 

in 1920. Though the United States sealed itself off in this 

period from many foreign products through its return to 

the Republican policy of higher protective tariffs, markets 

for American exports were still carefully cultivated. Politi¬ 

cal isolation at any rate implied no accompanying economic 

indifference to Europe or Asia, while in Latin America the 

United States continued as of old to be active in both 

spheres. 

f' By the twentieth century, the growth of the complicated 

apparatus of the modern administrative state was being 

closely paralleled by the development of the large-scale cor- 

^ poration. Big business under the various corporate devices 

of holding companies or cartels was able to compete on 

equal terms with the national state. Often, however, instead 

of competition being maintained, an informal bargain was 

struck, and big business became the partner of big govern¬ 

ment. In the United States, the antitrust laws therefore 

seemed to have only the curious effect of encouraging large 

combinations. Any attempt to enforce these laws had neces¬ 

sarily been suspended during the war, and in the twenties 

there was no disposition on the part of the Republican ad¬ 

ministrations to resume prosecutions. Also after the war, 

the Supreme Court discouraged rigid enforcement of the 

antitrust laws. Holding that mere size was not an offense, 

it refused to dissolve the United States Steel Corporation 

as an unlawful combination in restraint of trade. On the 

other hand, the Court continued to maintain that labor 

unions were subject to the antitrust laws and liable for 

damages caused by labor disputes. Thus the antitrust laws 

remained on the books mostly as monuments of economic 
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sell-rjighteousiiesiy and as a curd) on labo.r_mri.ipn activity. 

According to Thurman Arnold’s subsequent analysis, they 

were part of the folklore of American capitalism, the 

answer of a society which unconsciously felt the need of 

great organizations, and at the same time had to deny 

them a place in the moral and logical ideology of the social 

structure. They were part of the struggle of a creed of rug¬ 

ged individualism to adapt itself to what was becoming a 

highly organized society.” 27 

Large corporations also challenged economic individual¬ 

ism by fostering a transformation in the character of private 

property and business enterprise in the United States. Un¬ 

der the impetus of what James Burnham was later to call 

“the managerial revolution,” ownership was becoming more 

and more~3rvorced from control of its property, yielding 

authority to the executive management. At the same time, a 

decline in the ownership of real property in favor of a type 

of liquid wealth in the form of stocks and bonds enhanced 

the role of the managers and also encouraged an increase in 

the amount of money devoted to administration and over¬ 

head as compared with production. While the long-range 

effect of the large corporation in conjunction with the man¬ 

agerial revolution was a complex one, the immediate effect 

seemed to point clearly enough to a further weakening of 

economic individualism.28 

The gravest danger, perhaps, in the alliance of govern¬ 

ment and business was in the rigidity and opportunities for 

favoritism that it imparted to the economy. Thus, in the 

twenties, the farmer seemed neglected, sharing no govern- 

*i ment benefits comparable to the largess received by busi¬ 

ness. Organized labor also declined in strength, and its strikes 

again became subject to active government interference and 

to judicial attack by injunction. Curiously and significantly, 

however, while many of the unions lost their wartime gains, 
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the ones that “best maintained their membership strength 

were those which had received no, or only incidental, aid 

from the government during the war.’’ Although labor and 

farmers were bitter over what they felt to be the deflationary 

policies pursued by the government, industry, protected by 

the semimonopolistic character of big business and by the 

high tariff wall, did not suffer a corresponding decline in 

prices. Also helpful in keeping up the domestic price level of 

all but farm goods, which had to sell at world market prices, 

was the easy money policy of the Federal Reserve Board. 

The Board’s practices were later much criticized for encour¬ 

aging the exaggerated stock market speculation that pre¬ 

ceded the crash of ig2g.29.J 

jMn government, as in business, the trend was toward a 

growing concentration and centralization of functions. In 

place of the direct democracy emphasized in the progressive 

era, or the local government long prized by Jeffersonians, 

there was the development of the Federal bureaucracy and 

the administrative state. By the twenties, the idea of putting 

government into the hands of the individual citizen through 

the operation of the initiative, referendum, and recall was 

either infrequently used or falling under the control of po¬ 

litical bosses and selfish pressure groups. Women’s suffrage, 

made nation-wide by the Nineteenth Amendment, also failed 

to achieve any noteworthy political reform or change in 

voting patterns. The one serious attempt to form a new na¬ 

tional party, the La Follette Progressive movement of ig24, 

attracted considerable liberal backing, but it was not able to 

secure any widespread mass support from farmers or labor. 

Meanwhile, state and local governments were constantly 

finding their responsibilities taken over by Washington.30 J 
To old-line liberals these changes were the cause of much 

dismay and protest. A case in point was Frederic C. Hoj^e, a"? 

long-time reformer with his roots in progressivism, who hady 
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attempted as Wilson’s commissioner of immigration to resist 

the alien deportations. The collapse of idealism in the war 

and postwar hysteria embittered Howe, and he wrote in his 

Confessions of a Reformer: 

I My attitude toward the state was changed as a result of these 

experiences. I have never been able to bring it back. I became 

distrustful of the state. It seemed to want to hurt people; it 

showed no concern for innocence; it aggrandized itself and pro¬ 

tected its power by unscrupulous means. It was not my America, 

it was something else.31 J 

As a young man Howe had done some investigating in 

New York City for the vice-crusading Dr. Parkhurst’s Vig¬ 

ilance League. But a talk with a local bartender gave him a 

lesson in political realism, and Howe’s resulting report to 

Parkhurst ended their association. “By taxation and regula¬ 

tion we made the saloon an evil,” Howe recalled, “involved 

it in politics, associated it with graft. We tried with it, as 

with almost every problem of its kind, every solution except 

letting it alone.” The goal that Howe had worked for under 1 
Tom Johnson, the reforming mayor of Cleveland, was get¬ 

ting government closer to the people by decentralizing its V 
functions. But this seemed an increasingly forlorn hope 

after the war. Civil service reform, the other great shib¬ 

boleth of the prewar reformers, had turned into a leviathan 

bureaucracy.j 

1 This was the administrative state — the state that often shapes 

political action, that conspires with congressmen. In a genera- 

) tion’s time, largely through the Civil Service reform movement, 

America has created an official bureaucracy moved largely by 

fear, hating initiative, and organized as a solid block to pro¬ 

tect itself and its petty unimaginative, salary-hunting in¬ 

stincts.3^ 
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L-That Howe’s disillusionment was not confined to a small 

minority of liberals and reformers was suggested by the rela¬ 

tive decline in the number of voters in postwar elections. 

For his own part, Howe could only argue fruitlessly his thesis 

that “Profits are created and protected by law,” and “Ex¬ 

ploitation is born of the political state.” 33 J 
On the Supreme Court bench, Justices Brandeis and 

Holmes wrestled with the problem of big business and big 

government. Both men were widely known for their deci¬ 

sions in favor of government regulation of business, but the 

public was less familiar with their concern over growing cen¬ 

tralization, whjcfuihey discerned as a feature~crf-bcrtK gov¬ 

ernment and business. In his private correspondence Bran¬ 

deis complained of the tendency of state rights to succumb to 

the rights of nations, with a resulting atrophy of state duties 

and functions. “The extremes of concentration are proving 

its failure to the common man. . . . The new Progres- 

sivism requires local development — quality not quantity.” 

Holmes supported his colleague’s fears, and in one of his fa¬ 

mous dissenting opinions he remarked: 

I have not yet adequately expressed the more than anxiety I 

feel at the ever increasing scope given to the Fourteenth Amend¬ 

ment in cutting down what I believe to be the constitutional 

rights of the States. As the decisions now stand, I see hardly any 

limit but the sky to the invalidating of these rights if they happen 

to strike a majority of this Court as for any reason undesirable.34 

^Much of the liberals’ disillusionment over the way in 

which the old goals of Populism and Progressivism had been 

perverted during and after the war was summed up in a now 

almost forgotten work by J. Allen Smith, entitled The 

Growth and Decadence of Constitutional Government. 

Smith had attracted considerable attention in an earlier 

book in which he anticipated some of Charles Beard s stress 
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on the economic origins of the Constitution, but his second 

work, published posthumously in 1930 with an Introduc¬ 

tion by Vernon L. Parrington, his colleague at the Univer¬ 

sity of Washington, was virtually ignored.y?ointing out the 

wide discrepancy between the theory and practice of de¬ 

mocracy, Smith noted that the principle of majority rule was V' 

no guarantee of individual liberty, while natural rights in 

the United States were being more and more repudiated in 

favor of governmental supremacy. This centralization of 

government, accompanied by a steady growth of militarism 

and imperialism, he believed, was a direct threat to popular 

rule through local control.3^ 

What Smith saw in current developments, his long-time 

friend Parrington traced historically in his celebrated Main 

Currents in American Thought. Both authors had been Pop¬ 

ulists in their youth, and their political philosophies con¬ 

tinued to be strongly Jeffersonian. But in contrast to Smith’s 

Growth and Decadence, Parrington’s Main Currents, with 

all its rich historical detail on American literature and 

thought, was an instantaneous success. Reread today for the 

insight it provides into Parrington’s own beliefs, the work 

stands as an impressive monument to his lamentations over 

a declining liberalism. Ijhe essential problem or dilemma 

facing liberals by the 1920’s, Parrington summed up in a 

letter to a friend, which he wrote a few months before his 

own death in 1929: 

I Wherever power is lodged a great struggle for control and use 

of that power follows. When one controls the political state, what¬ 

ever one wants can be done under cover of the law and with the 

"'sanction of the courts. Have you been able to convince yourself 

that the corporative wealth of America will permit the central¬ 

ized political state to pass out of its control and become an agent 

to regulate or thwart its plans? . . . 
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You see the dilemma in which I find myself. We must have a 

political state powerful enough to deal with corporative wealth, 

but how are we going to keep that state with its augmenting 

power from being captured by the force we want it to control? 3jj 

rThe unhappiness of political liberals during the 1920’s 

was matched by the dismay of many sensitive observers, con¬ 

servatives as well as liberals, who saw a decline in all the 

more humane values as a result of the materialism and na¬ 

tionalism of the postwar era. Irving Babbitt, the celebrated 

apostle of New Humanism, attacked democracy as “likely to 

be idealistic in its feelings about itself, but imperialistic in 

its practice.” Joseph Wood Krutch, drama critic for the 

Nation, ventured the hypothesis that modern civilization 

might be in the process of becoming decadent and destined 

for rejuvenation along more simple lines by a new society 

of barbarians. Others predicted a rising of the masses in 

primitive revolt against all liberal and individualist think¬ 

ing. And still others saw the same results coming from mili¬ 

tary dictatorship or from the mechanistic materialism of a 

predominantly industrial and business-type society.37 J 

European commentators upon the American scene shared, 

or in some cases encouraged, the strictures of native Amer¬ 

ican critics. The hostility of the foreign authors was a re¬ 

action to the extreme nationalism of the American temper 

after the war. This nationalism was reflected not only in 

chauvinistic attitudes but also in American economic and 

trade policies. Much earlier, at the turn of the century, 

Henry Cabot Lodge, one of the chief progenitors of this na¬ 

tionalist feeling, in a letter to his friend Theodore Roose¬ 

velt had urged American military preparedness because, he 

wrote, “there is a fundamental danger which arises from our 

rapid growth economically. We are putting a terrible pres¬ 

sure on Europe, and this situation may produce war at any 
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time.” 38 In the midst of World War I, Lodge’s analysis was 

realized as America exchanged the status of a debtor for that 

of a creditor nation. The new role, however, was not calcu¬ 

lated to enhance the average European’s love of the Amer¬ 

ican government. Thus a British philosopher, on the basis 

of anecdotes of the United States, which he had never him¬ 

self visited, attacked American civilization as The Babbitt 

Warren. A French writer, in the Preface to his book Amer¬ 

ica the Menace, pointed out that the Continent was being 

conquered by America and that ‘‘Before twenty years have 

passed we shall be able to find all the stigmata of this de¬ 

vouring civilization on all the members of Europe.” 39 

Professor Andre Siegfried, a more serious French critic, 

summed up much of European feeling in his well-known 

book America Comes of Age. Amazed at what he called 

‘‘Puritan Resistance to Freedom of Thought,” Siegfried 

argued that a truly individual existence was available to only 

a few in the United States. In the midst of the forces of 

Puritanism and business conservatism, he wrote: ‘‘It is essen¬ 

tial to realize that the liberalism of the eighteenth century 

philosophers counts for little . . .” Turning to economic 

questions, Siegfried noted that despite American efforts, the 

United States exported a comparatively small percentage of 

its manufactured goods. The American investment abroad 

was based less on the expectation of profits than on the hope 

of saving tottering governments or of picking up bargains. 

Because Europe could offer the United States nothing in re¬ 

turn, the old equality between borrower and lender was 

lost. Europe was humiliated, while America could be as 

arbitrary as it pleased, and from this, he concluded, ‘‘may 

arise a new and subtle imperialism unlike anything we have 

known before.” 40 

Siegfried also felt that the tyranny of public opinion, 

manifested in pressure groups of all kinds, was greater in 
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the United States than in Europe. In the eyes of both its 

European and American critics, the decline of liberalism in 

the United States was associated with the excessive national¬ 

ism and materialism of the twenties. The twin cults of Amer¬ 

icanism and prosperity, coming on top of the intolerance and 

hysteria of the war and postwar years, served to undermine 

many of the traditional liberal values of freedom and in¬ 

dividualism. Criticism and dissent, though tolerated, were 

still much resented. Not until the depression of the thirties 

did radical social criticism again gain respect. But the re¬ 

formers’ goal of a planned society bore little resemblance to 

American liberalism. 



15 

The Cult of Planning 

and Reform . 

The prosperity of the twenties was suddenly foreclosed by 

the collapse of the stock market in the fall of 1929. Specu¬ 

lators and investors, many of whom had purchased shares 

on credit or margin, were sold out, and in the precipitous 

decline of prices thousands saw their life savings swept away. 

As the first days of panic subsided into the numbing business 

stagnation of the early thirties, an ugly pessimism settled 

over American life and thought. The complacency of the 

cult of prosperity gradually yielded to a growing alarm and 

self-criticism. 

For the man in the White House, the collapse of prosper¬ 

ity was a personal tragedy almost equal to the disaster that 

overtook Woodrow Wilson in the last years of his administra¬ 

tion. Less than a year before the crash, the American people 

had elected Herbert Hoover as the great engineer and busi¬ 

nessman who would be able to sustain the prosperity of the 

twenties on a permanently high level. Now, in the midst of 

the wreckage of the depression, the Republican slogans and 

promises of the twenties had a hollow sound, and Hoover 

seemed an anachronism. Neither his rugged individualism 

nor the new business philosophy he had espoused as secre¬ 

tary of commerce appeared suited to the all-prevailing hard 

times. Deterred by individualist leanings from calling for 

268 
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stronger government action to cope with the depression, and 

suspected in what economic measures he did recommend of 

favoring big business, he was doomed to failure. As one his¬ 

torian of American politics has well pointed out, Hoover, 

the “victim of his faith in the power of capitalism to survive 

and prosper without gigantic governmental props . . . was 

the last presidential spokesman of the hallowed doctrines of 

laissez-faire liberalism, and his departure from Washington 

marked the decline of a great tradition.” 1 

In the elections of 1932, whatever Hoover might have 

argued would probably have been unavailing. His attempt 

to explain the depression as a world-wide phenomenon 

caused by the late war therefore carried little conviction 

with voters looking for immediate changes and drastic re¬ 

forms. In contrast to Hoover, Franklin D. Roosevelt, the 

Democratic nominee, and his advisers proved themselves 

master politicians capable of a sympathetic understanding of 

the popular psychology. Exuding an air of jaunty confidence, 

Roosevelt, though never too clear or explicit in the details 

of his program, did manage to convey the hope of positive 

government action. This nationalistic, collectivist note was 

accompanied by incongruous avowals of faith in the tradi¬ 

tional, limited-government ideal of the Democratic party of 

Jefferson and his successors. But in 1932 a linkage of essen¬ 

tially contradictory ideas did not bother either Roosevelt or 

the mass of the electorate. Rendered desperate by the depres¬ 

sion and the alternative of four more years of the Hoover 

administration, the American public was not inclined to in¬ 

quire extensively into the logic of the Democrats’ case. 

Among liberals and progressives there was perhaps even less 

disposition to criticize the Democratic nominee. The dwin¬ 

dling ranks of traditional liberals could accept Roosevelt’s 

quasi-Jeffersonian principles better than Hoover’s business 

philosophy, while all shades of progressive reformers, ex- 
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cept a scattering of doctrinaire Socialists or Communists, 

could wax enthusiastic over Roosevelt’s promise of national 

economic planning. 

By the early 1930’s, the concept of a planned economy 

was achieving widespread support. Economists and experts 

in government, business, and the universities were suggest¬ 

ing possible blueprints for comprehensive reform, while 

spokesmen for industry, labor, and the church were giving 

their almost unqualified approval to the idea of planning 

along collectivist lines. College professors formed the nu¬ 

cleus of Roosevelt’s original group of advisers, the so-called 

“brain trust,” and many academic people gravitated to 

Washington to become government administrators. Other 

groups of teachers and professors, anxious to see the schools 

assume an active role in preparing American children for 

an impending cooperative, collectivist society, urged a shift 

from an individual-centered to a community, social-type 

education. “These educators defined education far more 

broadly than mere school training. They sought an alliance 

with organized labor and other progressive forces in the 

American community in order to lay the basis for recovery 

and reconstruction along collectivist democratic lines.” 2 Re¬ 

flecting this view, the Committee on Social Studies of the 

American Historical Association reported: “The age of in¬ 

dividualism and laissez faire in economy and government is 

closing and a new age of collectivism is emerging.” 3 

Education for democracy implied an explicit indoctrina¬ 

tion—a position accepted by a wide range of opinion, in¬ 

cluding Catholic as well as Communist spokesmen. Though 

much of what was popularly called progressive education 

was bitterly contested by those who continued to think of 

education in terms of discipline and the study of the clas¬ 

sics,4 there was little doubt that the progressive point of view 

was in line with the demands of the thirties. 
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Indicative of the temper of the times and of the wide¬ 

spread advocacy of planning were such statements as Nich¬ 

olas Murray Butler’s address in 1931 before the American 

Club of Paris. Butler, the generally conservative president 

of Columbia University, and a lifelong Republican, told his 

listeners that the disastrous effects of poverty and unemploy¬ 

ment were threatening the whole fabric of Western civiliza¬ 

tion. Believing that the statesmen and other leaders of the 

country could no longer delay the imposition of bold 

schemes, he explained to his audience that “if we wait too 

long somebody will come forward with a solution we may 

not like.” Butler also ventured the opinion that “the char¬ 

acteristic feature of the experiment in Russia ... is not 

that it is communist, but that it is being carried on with a 

plan in the face of a planless opposition. The man with a 

plan,” he added, “however much we may dislike it, has 

a vast advantage over the group sauntering down the road of 

life complaining of the economic weather and wondering 

when the rain is going to stop.” 6 Echoing President Butler, 

Stuart Chase rushed into print late in 1932 with a popular 

work on economics entitled A New Deal. “Why,” Chase 

asked with real envy at the close of his book, “should Rus¬ 

sians have all the fun of remaking a world?” 6 

In the midst of repeated insistence on planning and action, 

Roosevelt’s evident willingness to experiment and his recep¬ 

tivity to all kinds of suggestions endeared him to the voters. 

Although he may have lacked a consistent over-all political 

philosophy, Roosevelt’s approach to the problem of the de¬ 

pression had the popular merit of being more dynamic and 

less rigid or doctrinaire than Hoover s. Likening himself to 

the quarterback of the team, who called the plays in re¬ 

sponse to the situation, with the future sequence depending 

on the varying fortunes of the game, Roosevelt gave an apt 

picture of New Deal methods. In the eyes of Hoover and 
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other critics, the New Deal pointed toward state socialism or 

fascism. But this charge, to which later developments gave 

considerable point, overlooked the grave crisis at the time of 

Roosevelt’s inauguration in March 1933. At that juncture of 

history there were few who caviled at either Roosevelt’s op¬ 

portunism or his readiness to attempt some sort of planned 

economy along collectivist lines. As Walter Lippmann 

pointed out in delivering the Godkin Lectures at Harvard 

University the following year, “After the collapse of 1932- 

1933 a New Deal of some sort was imperative.” 7 

In his speech accepting the nomination for president, 

Roosevelt had pledged himself “to a new deal for the Amer¬ 

ican people.” This phrase, singled out, became the slogan of 

the campaign and the descriptive tag applied to the whole 

Roosevelt era. As a term and promise of a program, it in¬ 

vited comparison with the eaidier Square Deal of Theodore 

Roosevelt and New Freedom of Woodrow Wilson. Though 

the New Deal in office was to carry out some of the ideas of 

its progressive predecessors, F.D.R. had only a remote in¬ 

terest in Wilson’s old hope of a restoration of free competi¬ 

tion. At the same time, he went much further than Theo¬ 

dore Roosevelt had ever found possible in the direction of 

paternalistic government intervention and planning. Despite 

the conventional and polite homage paid by the Democrats 

to Wilson’s New Freedom, Franklin Roosevelt was actually 

much closer in his philosophy of government to the Square 

Deal of his distant relative. Like Theodore, Franklin Roose¬ 

velt was essentially a strong nationalist. His emphasis on the 

solidarity of the nation and the ability of the people, work¬ 

ing through their government, to solve the depression was 

a dominant theme of his political thinking.8 

Much of the political philosophy of the New Deal, as it 

pointed toward long-range social reconstruction as well as 
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immediate economic recovery, was forecast in a major cam¬ 

paign address which Roosevelt had delivered before the 

Commonwealth Club of San Francisco in September 1932. 

Tracing the rise of the modern political state, Roosevelt 

noted that the concept of limited government had developed 

as a protest against the centralized power of absolute mon- 

archs. Monarchies, in turn, had arisen from the semianarchy 

of the feudal period. While American tradition had long 

favored limited government, in the past half century the 

growing consolidation of economic power in large industrial 

units had forced the government to assume the task of modi¬ 

fying or controlling big business. As America built up the 

West and reached its last frontiers, individual freedom and 

economic competition no longer operated automatically. 

The government as an enlightened administrator had to step 

in to preserve both liberty and prosperity. Seeing it as the 

task of government to assist business in formulating “an 

economic constitutional order,” Roosevelt added: “Happily, 

the times indicate that to create such an order not only is 

the proper policy of Government, but is the only line of 

safety for our economic structure as well.” 9 

Roosevelt’s analysis depicted the United States as a mature 

economy in which the major problem was no longer one of 

production but of the proper distribution of consumer 

goods. The concentration of wealth in the hands of a few 

had resulted in underconsumption by the many. Accord¬ 

ingly, the revival of business without far-reaching social and 

economic reforms would be fruitless. And reform to be effec¬ 

tive would require new regulatory and taxing policies as 

well as a greater degree of centralized planning. A resultant 

redistribution of wealth on a more equal basis would, it was 

hoped, make it possible to reverse the cycle of overproduc¬ 

tion and underconsumption. The United States, then, with- 
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out sacrificing capitalism, would be able to achieve a bal¬ 

anced economy, and at the same time free itself from depend¬ 

ence on world export markets. 
Roosevelt was convinced that American freedom stood in 

greater danger from vast aggregations of private wealth than 

from any government abuse of individual rights. Accord¬ 

ingly, the New Deal philosophy denied the older American 

assumption that the people themselves could preserve their 

liberties from any type of interference except that which 

might come from a centralized government. The emphasis of 

the New Deal was on a type of liberty that minimized in¬ 

dividual freedom in favor of a greater social security and eco¬ 

nomic equality of the whole. “The vision of liberty, then, 

commensurate with this change, is one in which the new 

positive power of government is to be employed for each 

against each to achieve a larger sum total of liberties for all. 

This is libertarian, but simultaneously it is egalitarian.” 10 

In its consideration of liberties in the collective sense of the 

general welfare, the New Deal was more concerned with 

strengthening and increasing the power of such organized 

groups as labor and the farmer than with protecting the 

civil liberties of the individual. The latter tended more 

or less to be assumed. Liberalism from the standpoint of the 

New Dealers meant economic reform and not the emancipa¬ 

tion of individuals or minority groups from the restraints of 

social or political conformity. As Eric Goldman has written, 

“Talk of liberty in reform circles now was likely to produce 

a yawn, if not a scowl; opportunity, at least opportunity for 

the millions to have jobs, was the point.” 11 

The relative indifference of the early New Deal to civil 

liberties continued an attitude that had characterized cer¬ 

tain types of business and conservative thinking in the twen¬ 

ties. In the same way, many of the planning techniques of the 

New Deal also had their antecedents in the business associa- 
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tional activities of the preceding decades. During World 

War I, for example, businessmen under the leadership of 

Bernard Baruch and his War Industries Board were able to 

accomplish the regimentation of the American economy for 

war purposes. Later, in the twenties, business, with the en¬ 

couragement of Hoover’s Department of Commerce, trans¬ 

formed many of the wartime controls into a system of volun¬ 

tary cooperation operating through its own trade associa¬ 

tions. Both these associations and the War Industries Board 

were useful precedents for the New Deal’s most character¬ 

istic and controversial experiment in planning, the National 

Recovery Administration. This conservative heritage, plus 

the role that the Chamber of Commerce and other business 

groups played in the organization of the NRA, might have 

aroused more suspicion among liberals had it not been for 

their widespread confidence in the broad nature and hu¬ 

manitarian goals of the New Deal’s planning. Although 

Roosevelt, it was true, proposed to use the methods of big 

business and of wartime regimentation, his purpose included 

more jobs and better working conditions along with business 

recovery. 

The National Recovery Act, which was hailed by the 

President as “the most important and far-reaching legislation 

ever enacted by the American Congress,” 12 was placed under 

the direction of General Hugh Johnson, an old associate of 

Baruch on the War Industries Board. Johnson, described as 

combining “a limited amount of homely wisdom with the 

irritating methods of a drill sergeant, was soon alternately 

whipping and cajoling the country into accepting the codes 

of fair competition being drawn up for each industry. To 

the tune of blaring bands and the noise of crowds cheering 

the monster parades held in larger cities, the NRA and its 

emblem of compliance, the Blue Eagle, were popularized 

and publicized across the country. In the national effort to 
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break the force of the depression via the NRA codes, little 

attention was paid to the fact that it was industry itself that 

had largely prepared the regulations governing prices and 

production. Also ignored was the fact that the NRA meant 

the suspension of the antitrust laws along with the whole 

theory of free competition and free enterprise. “Within a 

year, more than four hundred codes were completed and put 

into effect, covering about ninety per cent of American busi¬ 

ness enterprise and approximately twenty-two million wage 

and salary workers.” This achievement vied with the World 

War I efforts to direct the American economy, and like the 

various wartime measures, but without the excuse of war, 

the NRA soon presented features that posed a dilemma for 

many liberals.13 

As far back as the year of the Declaration of Independ¬ 

ence, Adam Smith, the celebrated English expositor of eco¬ 

nomic liberalism, had written in his Wealth of Nations: 

People of the same trade seldom meet together, even for merri¬ 

ment and diversion, but the conversation ends in a conspiracy 

against the public, or in some contrivance to raise prices. It is im¬ 

possible indeed to prevent such meetings, by any law which either 

could be executed, or would be consistent with liberty and jus¬ 

tice. But though the law cannot hinder people of the same trade 

from sometimes assembling together, it ought to do nothing to 

facilitate such assemblies; much less to render them necessary.14 

Giving some examples to illustrate his point, Smith noted 

that a government regulation requiring those of the same 

trade to enter their names on a public register would bring 

together individuals who might otherwise remain unknown 

to each other. A regulation calling upon businessmen to tax 

themselves for some charitable purpose would have the same 

effect. 

Smith’s argument of 1776 was similar to the charges with 
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which critics confronted the NRA less than a year after it 

became law. The accusation most frequently made was that 

the NRA was dominated by big business at the expense of 

the small producer, labor, and the consumer. In response to 

this criticism, Roosevelt set up the National Recovery Re¬ 

view Board to investigate the operations of the NRA. The 

Review Board, under the chairmanship of the celebrated 

criminal lawyer Clarence Darrow, but composed largely of 

businessmen, was able to substantiate a good part of its at¬ 

tack on the big-business slant of Hugh Johnson’s codes, but 

it was unable to agree on a remedy. Darrow lamented before 

a Senate committee investigating the NRA that the concen¬ 

tration of wealth in the country was constantly accelerating, 

but he was uncertain whether this indicated a return to en¬ 

forcing the antitrust laws or to the adoption of “something 

like a socialist system.” 15 

In Darrow’s main report to the President, he asserted that 

“fair competition is merely a resounding and illusory phrase. 

. . . All competition is savage, wolfish, and relentless; and 

can be nothing else. One may as well dream of making tear 

lady-like as of making competition fair.” But Darrow also 

maintained that the powers granted the NRA boards were 

too drastic. “We believe that such powers, if given at all, 

should be conferred only on an organization having gov¬ 

ernmental character.” Johnson and his assistant, Donald 

Richberg, bitterly pointed out the contradictory nature of 

Darrow’s recommendations, but the Supreme Court a year 

later resolved the immediate issue by unanimously declaring 

the NRA unconstitutional.16 

That many liberals were reluctant to yield the NRA ideal 

was illustrated by the action of a group of over two hundred 

editors and publicists, led by Oswald Garrison Villard, who 

signed a plea to the President calling for a stronger NRA 

with more government action in the economic field to spread 
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out income, relieve unemployment, and avoid a default of 

the economy to big business.17 What the liberals got instead, 

however, bore little resemblance to their petition. Although 

the NRA was at an end, the same philosophy that had called 

it into being was continued in the state and Federal fair 

trade and price-fixing laws. These measures were designed to 

eliminate unfair competition by permitting manufacturers 

to bind retailers not to sell their products at less than a pre¬ 

scribed minimum price. 

By the middle of Roosevelt’s first term, and after the abor¬ 

tive NRA experiment, the New Deal seemed to point in 

various directions, many of which were liberal only in the 

sense that they continued to command the general support 

of progressive and reform groups. Left-wing elements mean¬ 

while attacked the New Deal on the ground that it was not 

revolutionary, while conservatives, on the other hand, de¬ 

nounced Roosevelt’s policies as socialistic and prolabor. In 

actual practice, however, all the major economic pressure 

groups in the country derived some benefits from the New 

Deal and, in general, accepted many of the postulates of the 

positive state and a planned economy. Though business be¬ 

came hostile, it had been enthusiastic at first over the NRA 

and was later to welcome New Deal defense spending. The 

farmer was eager for the government aid and subsidies of the 

Agricultural Adjustment Administration, even though as 

an individualist he might resent Federal controls.18 Labor, 

though not wishing the government to interfere in internal 

labor matters, was the most enthusiastic of all groups in back¬ 

ing the New Deal. Government protection of the right of 

collective bargaining was the basis for the great gains made 

by organized labor in the thirties, and John L. Lewis, head 

of the United Mine Workers, was quite atypical among his 

fellow labor leaders in fearing that what government could 

give it could also take away. 
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The most socialist of all the New Deal experiments, and 

thus logically the ones most open to objection from the 

standpoint of a traditional liberalism, were, rather surpris- 

ingly, often the ones least attacked. This was true in the 

case of both the Tennessee Valley Authority Act of 1933 and 

the Social Security Act of 1935. Social security legislation 

in the form of old-age pensions, sickness and accident bene¬ 

fits, and unemployment insurance had become common¬ 

place in Europe by the time of World War I. Put forward as 

a state enterprise by Bismarck in the 1870’s in order to head 

off the demands of German socialist and labor groups, similar 

legislation had also been resorted to in England early in the 

twentieth century when Fabian socialism and the new Labor 

party began to threaten the Liberals’ position. 

In the United States there had been little sentiment for 

Federal social security laws until the onset of the depression 

and accompanying loss of individual and family security. 

Roosevelt at first was reluctant to give his full support to 

measures that in the American Federal system belonged logi¬ 

cally in the hands of the state governments, and which were 

also out of harmony with past American traditions. But the 

mass formation of local clubs agitating for the share-the- 

wealth schemes and old-age pension plans, variously advo¬ 

cated by Huey Long, Dr. Francis Townsend, and Father 

Charles Coughlin, forced Roosevelt’s hand and helped bring 

about the passage of the Social Security Act. The law of 

1935, subsequently expanded, forestalled much possible ob¬ 

jection by not including such controversial features as medi¬ 

cal insurance and by inviting the states to participate in the 

administration and financing of the measure. Also, the social 

security idea soon won wide acceptance because it brought 

the benefits of the welfare state down to the level of the 

average individual. 

Of even greater moment in its departure from past Amer- 
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ican practice than social security legislation was the estab¬ 

lishment, in one of the first New Deal measures, of the 

Tennessee Valley Authority. The original Wilson dam along 

the Muscle Shoals section of the Tennessee River had been 

built in World War I to furnish hydroelectric power for the 

manufacture of explosives and fertilizers. Not completed, 

however, until the end of Woodrow Wilson’s second term, 

Muscle Shoals lay idle during the twenties as Presidents 

Coolidge and Hoover were rebuffed in their efforts to sell 

the facilities to private business. During this same period 

presidential vetoes killed Senator George Norris’s bills pro¬ 

viding for government operation, and Norris, a lifelong ex¬ 

ponent of public-run power, had to wait until 1933 before he 

saw his vision realized. Then the Muscle Shoals project was 

quickly expanded, far beyond Norris’s original expecta¬ 

tions, by the New Deal administration. As first set up, the 

Tennessee Valley Authority was designed not only to fur¬ 

nish hydroelectric power but also to establish cooperatives, 

subsidize homesteads, enforce rural zoning, and encourage 

general regional planning. Coming into conflict with in¬ 

dustrial and agricultural interests, whose main concern was 

cheap power and fertilizers, the TVA gave up its social and 

collectivist ideals. 

With some of these initial difficulties of the TVA re¬ 

solved, David Lilienthal, one of the original commissioners 

and later the chairman, assumed the task of defending the 

TVA as an example of democracy at work. Lilienthal be¬ 

lieved that democratic government was impossible without 

popular control, and this in turn was not possible under cen¬ 

tralized administration. Centralization, however, was not 

primarily a matter of size but of the degree to which power 

was delegated by Washington to administrators in the field 

and of how closely the latter worked with local people and 

their organizations. According to Lilienthal’s view, the TVA 
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showed the possibilities of collectivism without the sacrifice 

of democracy.19 Later in World War II, the TVA’s vast fa¬ 

cilities were used for the manufacture of atomic bombs — 

an ironic achievement “of turning to destruction the energies 

of a region that had been entered for the express purpose of 

conservation and development.” 20 

Some observers of the whole planned experiment in the 

Tennessee Valley, who were less lyrical in their attitude than 

Lilienthal, questioned how well his grass-roots approach to 

the TVA worked in practice. The democratic tie-in with 

local sentiment could easily be used to cover concessions to 

special interest groups. Thus the original collectivist and 

cooperative goals of the TVA had been shelved in response 

to local charges of socialism. Rexford Tugwell, an early New 

Deal braintruster, who believed that it was precisely these 

original TVA ideals that justified the venture in planning, 

summed up his criticism with the assertion that “TVA is 

more an example of democracy in retreat than democracy on 

the march.” 21 Also dubious of the merits of the TVA were 

many of the New Englanders who saw their section receiving 

a disproportionately small share of Federal benefits in com¬ 

parison with the taxes they paid into the United States Treas¬ 

ury. While New England mills were shut down, southern 

industry, enjoying its traditional advantage of cheap labor 

costs, now also reaped the additional reward of cheap and 

partly subsidized government electric power.22 

The unhappy position of New England, America’s first 

old section, not only in point of settlement but in the matur¬ 

ity of its manufacturing and industry as well, found an in¬ 

teresting counterpart in the growing dissatisfaction of older 

liberals with the program of the New Deal. While many of 

the more extreme attacks on the New Deal came from con¬ 

servative businessmen, worried largely over economic free¬ 

dom, there was also much criticism on broader liberal 
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grounds. Of particular concern to all liberals was the preser¬ 

vation of individual freedom, and the question of whether 

the New Deal might not lead toward the same kind of state 

socialism already exemplified in most European nations. 

One of the first to speak out in criticism of the New Deal 

from the standpoint of traditional liberalism was Herbert 

Hoover. Hoover’s bitter opposition in detail to specific parts 

of the Roosevelt program was well known and to be expected, 

but the general liberal position, which he outlined in his 

Challenge to Liberty, provoked much surprise, especially 

among liberals. Albert Jay Nock, a libertarian follower of 

the agrarian ideals of Thomas Jefferson and Henry George, 

was amazed at Hoover’s volume. “Think of a book on such a 

subject, by such a man!” he exclaimed. Nock also warned 

of the danger that anyone who might write on liberty in 

the next few years would automatically be considered a 

Republican.23 

Defining liberty as freedom of the individual both intel¬ 

lectually and economically, Hoover viewed the world-wide 

attack on this liberty as the fundamental issue facing the 

American people. In its haste to control the forces loosed 

by modern war and technology, he believed that mankind 

was in danger of sacrificing liberty to the exigencies of secu¬ 

rity. This, he felt, was the case with the New Deal program 

of governmental planning and regimentation of the econ¬ 

omy. Such experiments as the NRA, which he labeled “sheer 

fascism,” invited the descent on Washington of a host of 

businessmen and lobbyists who were accomplishing the cor¬ 

ruption and decay of representative government. “Con¬ 

gress,” he pointed out, “cannot run business but business 

can run Congress — to the bankruptcy of Liberty.” In inter¬ 

national relations, a government-controlled economy held 

out the danger of economic warfare. “Men can higgle with 

each other in the markets of the world and there is no ripple 
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in international good-will, but when governments do the 

higgling, then the spirit of antagonism between peoples is 

thrice inflamed.” 24 

Hoover in his attack on the New Deal made little reference 

to his own policies of the twenties, policies not always in 

harmony with the position he now outlined. Like other pres¬ 

idents before him, from the time of John Adams and Thomas 

Jefferson, Hoover out of office was more liberal than when 

he was burdened with the responsibilities of power. It was 

left therefore for other critics of the New Deal, who were 

in sympathy with Hoover’s outlook, to answer the charge 

that the debacle of 1929 was proof of the unworkability of a 

free economy. Temporarily pessimistic over the future, Wil¬ 

liam Allen White, the newspaper sage of Emporia, Kansas, 

asked an assembly of college students in 1934: “Can freedom 

live in the machine age?” Under business control, competi¬ 

tion became ruthless; with the politicians, there was the 

danger of regimentation. Despite his admiration for Presi¬ 

dent Roosevelt, White was troubled by the trend toward 

centralization of power and authority in Washington, and 

he expressed the opinion that politicians were as bad poten¬ 

tially as the leaders of Wall Street.25 In more thorough fash¬ 

ion, such thoughtful critics as Lewis W. Douglas and Walter 

Lippmann, both of whom had supported Roosevelt initially, 

turned back to a defense of a free enterprise economy and 

society. 

Douglas, briefly Roosevelt’s director of the budget, until 

he broke with the administration over its devaluation of the 

currency, argued that the depression was not a result of the 

operations of free capitalism but of the undermining of 

capitalism by the economic policies of the twenties. The 

high tariffs, price fixing, cheap money, and government sub¬ 

sidies of all sorts tended to keep prices artificially high, while 

the Federal Reserve Bank’s low discount rates made money 
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cheap and encouraged inflation. Also dangerous was the 

rigidity of the national economy in the twenties, which pre¬ 

vented reductions in the cost of production. This same lack 

of flexibility was again being encouraged through the New 

Deal’s planned economy. It was not free enterprise or rugged 

individualism that was at fault in 1929, Douglas maintained, 

but rather a degenerate form of capitalism which utilized 

government support of the marginal and inefficient producer 

and relied on an inflation made wilder by political means. 

“This was the system, if it can be called a system, which 

failed,” he concluded bitterly.26 

Walter Lippmann, in his Inquiry into the Principles of 

the Good Society published in 1937, admitted growing dis¬ 

illusionment over his pre-World War I optimistic faith in 

collectivism. Now searching for a workable, meaningful 

philosophy, he defended a modified liberalism as the basis 

of the good society. Lippmann was dubious of the often- 

held assumption that the advance of technology and the com¬ 

plex modern economy required a collectivist system of con¬ 

trol. Pointing out that the industrial revolution and rise of 

modern capitalism had occurred in the midst of a revolt 

against a multitude of commercial and political regulations, 

Lippmann suggested that the responsibility for the concen¬ 

tration of industrial power lay not in technology but in the 

modern limited liability corporation and its tendency to¬ 

ward monopoly. This invited the collectivists, either social¬ 

ists or businessmen, to turn to an authoritarian concept 

of society. At the same time, democracy was changing from 

a government of negative limitations upon the state, in the 

form of a bill of rights, to the enfranchisement of the masses 

and the dictatorship of the majority. Pessimistically, Lipp¬ 

mann argued that the new political and economic forms 

tended inevitably toward war. All collectivism was basically 

militarist, although it might be masked as social reform. In 
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the United States, for example, there was the curious con¬ 

tradiction of the American publicists of a planned economy 

who, though they were in most cases confirmed pacifists, 

nevertheless looked back with admiration upon the Ameri¬ 

can war experience of 1917 and 1918 as a tentative sketch of 

a rationally ordered society.27 

Lippmann’s identification of a collectivist form of society 

with preparation for war was to underlie much of the liberal 

criticism of the New Deal by the close of the 1930’s. Other 

problems that might have achieved greater attention from 

liberals were overshadowed by the specter of war, in Europe 

after the rise of Hitler and in the Pacific as a result of the 

Sino-Japanese War. Thus the Supreme Court fight, which 

contributed to liberal disaffection with the New Deal, soon 

lost its intensity and importance as an issue. Also responsible 

for this outcome was the fact that the Roosevelt plan for 

revamping the Court failed of approval by Congress, while 

the Court itself in the meantime, helped by an infusion of 

new justices, moved toward a liberal position. 

This shift in the thinking of the Supreme Court during 

the second Roosevelt administration was not without its 

elements of paradox. The new Roosevelt Court, though 

zealous in invoking the Constitution to defend civil liberties 

and free speech, proceeded to modify or eliminate some 

of the constitutional barriers to Federal or state regulation of 

the economy. In other words, the Court reversed in part the 

traditional liberal position, long exemplified by Justice 

Holmes, that the judicial function was a limited one. Like 

the conservatives before them, the new justices seemed to 

have a double standard for judicial review. While not in¬ 

terfering with government regulation of the individual in 

economic cases, the Court interpreted the Constitution 

broadly to prohibit government restraints on civil liberties. 

This was the opposite of earlier Court procedure, when con- 
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servative justices had defended economic freedoms but not 

personal liberties. This constitutional dilemma also illus¬ 

trated the plight of liberals in their relation to the Court 

and the folly of their placing undue reliance on the courts 

for the protection of essential freedoms.28 

A last-minute major transformation in the thinking of the 

New Deal on domestic policy, more in accord with a liberal 

point of view, was the brief return to a program of encourag¬ 

ing competition and enforcing the antitrust laws. In 1938 

the President appointed as assistant attorney general, in 

charge of the Antitrust Division, Thurman W. Arnold, pro¬ 

fessor in the Yale Law School, and a leading critic of business 

practices in restraint of competition. At the same time, the 

Temporary National Economic Committee, or TNEC, es¬ 

tablished by Congress upon the President’s recommenda¬ 

tion, began an extensive investigation of the concentration 

of economic power under American capitalism. Though 

Arnold instituted a number of prosecutions for alleged 

monopolistic practices, the outbreak of the European war 

and the accompanying American preparedness effort pre¬ 

cluded any real possibility for a vigorous enforcement of an 

antitrust policy. 

What the TNEC submitted in its final report to the Presi¬ 

dent in 1941 was already unreal, though still historically 

significant. Arguing that democracy must extend to “all the 

organizations through which man operates,” the report set 

forth the thesis that “Political freedom cannot survive if 

economic freedom is lost.” To restore free enterprise and 

at the same time safeguard efficiency, it urged as a govern¬ 

ment policy the decentralization of industry, stimulation of 

competition, an end to the basing-point system of determin¬ 

ing prices, the repeal of fair trade laws, centralized govern¬ 

ment purchasing, a national corporation law, enforcement 

of the antitrust laws, limits on the restricted*sale of patents, 
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and registration of trade associations. Criticized, in turn, for 

its dogmatic quest of a panacea and its tendency to lay all 

blame upon monopolies, the TNEC report nevertheless 

raised questions that again would become a matter of press¬ 

ing concern to liberals after the war.29 

Possible changes in the philosophy and direction of the 

New Deal, illustrated by the TNEC investigation, were 

never realized, as the administration began to concentrate 

its attention on the scene abroad. In retrospect, it would 

seem that the New Deal, despite the high tide of liberal 

enthusiasm on which it was launched, marked no deep or 

lasting shift in the ebbing fortunes of a declining American 

liberalism. Originating in the black despair of the depres¬ 

sion, the New Deal as an active philosophy and program 

came to a standstill somewhere within the period of World 

War II. In the brief interval between those two dates, the 

American people under the leadership of President Roose¬ 

velt absorbed an unprecedented volume and variety of re¬ 

form ideas and laws, touching virtually every aspect of Amer¬ 

ican life. In contrast to the dark days of 1933, a measure of 

returning prosperity and a more hopeful popular psychology 

had been achieved. But the New Deal was unable to solve 

the problem of the depression or accomplish any consider¬ 

able economic recovery, except as expenditures for pre¬ 

paredness and war brought on the new boom of the 1940 s. 

This turn from peace to war, whether forced from the out¬ 

side or accepted as a conscious national policy, could hardly 

be regarded as an answer to the problems of mankind or the 

ills of society. In the United States, war had never been the 

friend of liberalism, and American liberals, looking ahead 

into the 1940’s, could not expect the future to be more en¬ 

couraging than the past. 



16 

From New Deal to New War 

The threat of a second world war, never wholly absent in 

the post-Versailles world, showed new signs of becoming a 

reality by the middle of the 1930’s. After the onset of the 

depression, the halting efforts to achieve a stable, peaceful 

world order crumbled rapidly. Although nationalism was 

rampant in all countries, it reached extremes of chauvinism 

and militarism in Italy, Germany, and Japan. Each of these 

nations was dissatisfied with the work of the Paris Peace 

Conference and was thus all the more ready to resort to war 

as an instrument of change. Even though World War I had 

hardly accomplished a victory for the liberal ideals of peace 

and democracy, these ideals were unfavorably linked with 

the peace settlement. And as the feeling toward the Versailles 

Treaty grew more bitter, much of Europe turned against 

the liberal values that it unfairly associated with the verdict 

of the war. 

In the United States disillusionment took the somewhat 

different form of a reaction, not only against the World 

War I experience but also against possible American par¬ 

ticipation in any future war. The traditional pacifism of 

liberal thinking was reinforced by the widespread develop¬ 

ment of strong isolationist sentiments, which were further 

deepened in the 1930’s by the Nye Committee’s investiga¬ 

tion of the role of the munitions industry in connection 

with American entrance into World War I. Revelations of 

288 
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business unneutrality and profiteering uncovered by this 

committee of the United States Senate were paralleled by the 

publication of critical historical works on the origins of the 

war. To many Americans, therefore, World War I became 

an object lesson in the economic interpretation of history, a 

lesson which they attempted to apply in the neutrality legis¬ 

lation from 1935 to 1937. 

Coming into power in the midst of this swelling antiwar 

and isolationist feeling, the Roosevelt administration shared 

the general public attitude. In the 1932 elections, foreign 

affairs had not been a major issue although Roosevelt, de¬ 

spite his earlier identification with the Wilson administra¬ 

tion and the League of Nations, tended to he regarded as the 

isolationist candidate. It was true that a few liberals, includ¬ 

ing Oswald Garrison Villard, called attention to Roosevelt’s 

lifelong interest in the navy and the danger that in office he 

might pursue a militarist course.1 But such fears seemed to 

lose their point as the depression compelled the New Deal 

to concentrate on domestic affairs. With adequate natural 

resources and no apparent need for more territory, the 

American people did not envisage war or the abandonment 

of isolationism as a possible solution to the grave economic 

problems facing them at home. The early thinking of the 

New Deal, instead, emphasized the necessity of positive 

planning to achieve a balance between domestic production 

and demand. Foreign trade, which had declined to the van¬ 

ishing point, was largely ignored in favor of developing a 

stronger consumer economy. 

For many liberals the New Deal’s program of a balanced 

economy served as a guarantee that the United States would 

be able to avoid the dangers of overseas imperialism and 

foreign wars. Thus Secretary of Agriculture Henry Wallace, 

in his widely read pamphlet America Must Choose, offered 

planning “to build up consumption per capita at home, as a 
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substitute for the continual search for new consumers 

abroad.” Stressing intelligent planning as a middle ground 

between nationalism and internationalism, and as a step 

toward “new dealing with the world,” Wallace wrote: “Our 

New Deal seeks to promote consumption more soundly. It 

directs purchasing power to those in need, by wage advances 

and alleviations of debt. It lessens the need to force exports. 

It looks toward balancing production with consumption at 

home.” 2 

Planning as a substitute for war was also the thesis ad¬ 

vanced by Charles Beard in his realistic studies of the eco¬ 

nomic mainsprings of American foreign policy. Beard, a 

supporter of the early New Deal, believed that national in¬ 

terest in the twentieth century had come to mean an increas¬ 

ingly intensified struggle on the part of industrial nations 

for world markets. Swelling armaments and resort to war 

had become concomitant features of modern industrial 

statecraft. Glorious little wars, however, were not always 

available, and any war once started was not easy to control 

or bring to a close. While force and war had hitherto been 

powerful factors in world history, in themselves they had not 

provided solutions to world economic problems or to main¬ 

taining “any culture save that of the barracks.” Historically, 

Beard found that “in cruel truth, internationalism may be 

a covering ideology for the aggressive nationalism of one or 

more countries,” and he turned therefore to an advocacy of 

what he called “the open door at home.” This Beard hoped 

to see achieved under the planned economy of the New 

Deal. “Offering to the world the strange sight of a national 

garden well tended, the United States,” he wrote, “would 

teach the most effective lesson — a lesson without words.” 3 

Beard’s vision was reminiscent of the old American dream, 

looking to the peaceful advance of democracy through adop¬ 

tion by the rest of the world of America’s beneficent example 
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of orderly self-government. What most liberals overlooked, 

however, in their initial enthusiasm for the New Deal’s 

economic planning was the ease with which such planning 

could be diverted from peace to war. Also forgotten in the 

popular concentration upon the New Deal’s efforts to fight 

the depression, was the fact that the dividing line between 

domestic economic recovery and military preparedness was 

never too clearly drawn. Despite the prevailing pacifist iso¬ 

lationism of the early thirties, with which the Roosevelt 

administration went along, there was never any reason to 

doubt the President’s own personal sympathy for a big army 

and navy program. At first, however, campaign promises of 

economy, and the political dangers inherent in a too sudden 

adoption of a larger military budget, resulted in a program 

of rearmament by indirection. 

As early as June 1933, the President allocated over two 

hundred million dollars from the NRA appropriation to the 

construction of new battleships. Funds intended for the 

Public Works Agency also were used to bolster up the army 

and navy, and aircraft carriers, military airplanes, airports, 

highways, wind tunnels, and hospitals were constructed from 

PWA money. In 1935 public opposition to this policy per¬ 

suaded Congress to state the specific purpose for which ap¬ 

propriations were made. But in the case of some agencies of 

the New Deal little change resulted. As the biographer of 

Harry Hopkins has noted, “despite the prohibitions against 

any military activities which had been written into the Work 

Relief Bill, W. P. A. accomplished a great deal of construc¬ 

tion — airports, highways, bridges, etc. that had delib¬ 

erately strategic importance. 4 

As the public became conditioned to large-scale New Deal 

expenditures, economy and indirection in the military 

budget was less necessary. For example, conservative busi¬ 

nessmen, though hostile to outlays for domestic reform, were 
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willing to accept government spending for military pur¬ 

poses. But the major factor behind increasing New Deal ap¬ 

propriations for the army and navy was the administration’s 

growing concern over world affairs and the diversion of its 

primary interest from domestic to foreign policy. By late 

1936 the President, according to Under Secretary of State 

Sumner Welles, was already “obsessed” with the dangers to 

the United States stemming from the threat of war in Europe 

and Asia.5 

The most dramatic expression of the New Deal’s changed 

emphasis came in Roosevelt’s famous “quarantine” speech 

attacking aggressor nations, which he delivered at Chicago 

in October 1937. Although the President’s words were gen¬ 

eral in nature, the address implied the possibility of some 

sort of collective action to deter the ambitions of Germany 

and Japan. Supporters of the President’s abandonment of 

isolation argued that the best pathway to peace lay in United 

States encouragement of a strong collective security stand 

by the nonfascist nations of the world. On the other hand, 

widespread fears that such a policy, if carried beyond mere 

words, might presently involve the United States in another 

world war were probably responsible for the generally un¬ 

favorable public reaction to the Chicago speech. The popu¬ 

lar neutrality laws, designed to keep America out of war, 

rather than to try to prevent war from breaking out overseas, 

were obviously not in harmony with the President’s now 

evident desire to use American power and influence to curb 

the expansionist aims of Germany and Japan. While the 

President and the State Department wanted a flexible law 

that would enable the United States to withhold war sup¬ 

plies from any belligerent deemed an aggressor nation, Con¬ 

gress and the country were determined that the neutrality 

legislation should apply equally to all warring nations. 

Although President Roosevelt, aware of the extent of 
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isolationist sentiment, and with an eye to his own re-election 

in 1940, continued to maintain a precarious balance be¬ 

tween peace and war, such administration measures as repeal 

of the embargo and enactment of lend lease pointed clearly 

to eventual American involvement. Even though America 

was not a belligerent in the first two years of the war, Roose¬ 

velt did not believe that the country could be neutral or 

indifferent to Nazi war aims. On the other hand, former 

President Hoover was convinced that his successor was lead¬ 

ing the United States into a foreign war despite the desire 

of the majority of the people for peace. Modern war, Hoover 

warned, “means that our country must be mobilized into 

practically a Fascist state. It would be so organized. It went 

some distance in the last great war, although we did not use 

that term at the time.” 6 

Echoing Hoover’s gloomy prediction, Senator Arthur H. 

Vandenberg, Republican of Michigan, in the midst of the 

Congressional debate over repeal of the embargo, charged 

that sending munitions to the Allies would be the prelude 

to further intervention in their behalf, until ultimately the 

United States would enter the war as an avowed cobelliger¬ 

ent. If this came true, the senator warned, “we would get 

such a regimentation of our own lives and livelihoods, 20 

minutes after we entered the war, that the Bill of Rights 

would need a gas mask, and individual liberty of action 

would soon become a mocking memory.” 7 

To many American liberals the now-changing situation at 

home was almost as disheartening as the menace of totalitar¬ 

ianism and war from abroad. An aggressive United States 

foreign policy, they realized, spelled the end of domestic 

reform. Already the New Deal had lost much of its initial 

allure. Its evident failure to achieve any real prosperity was 

highlighted by estimates of ten million workers still unem¬ 

ployed at the close of the thirties. With the road to recovery 
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via planning and reform seemingly at a dead end, some 

critics wondered whether the administration’s growing at¬ 

tention to foreign affairs was entirely a result of the wors¬ 

ened international situation. Viewed in such a light, much 

of the New Deal’s nationalism and centralization, and its 

vast expenditures, could be reconsidered as steps in pre¬ 

paredness for an impending war.8 

Among the first to argue such a thesis was Albert Jay Nock, 

an intransigent and uncompromising individualist who had 

no doubt about the eventual direction of the New Deal’s 

planned economy. “What we and our more nearly immedi¬ 

ate descendants shall see,” he wrote in 1935, “is a steady 

progress in collectivism running off into a military despot¬ 

ism of a severe type. Closer centralization; a steadily growing 

bureaucracy; State power and faith in State power increas¬ 

ing, social power and faith in social power diminishing.” 

Three years later, Nock confided to a correspondent: “I see 

that Franklin is playing what is usually the jobholder’s last 

card — ‘National defence.’ ” And after America entered the 

war, Nock, as unreconciled as ever, observed publicly: “At 

any time after 1936 it was evident that a European war would 

not be unwelcome to the Administration at Washington, 

largely as a means of diverting public attention from its flock 

of uncouth economic chickens on their way home to roost, 

but chiefly as a means of strengthening its malign grasp upon 

the country’s political and economic machinery.” 9 

Particularly among those liberals who resisted the admin¬ 

istration’s foreign policy, war was feared as a prelude to 

totalitarianism. The answer to the problem of fascism, they 

believed, depended on more than the defeat of Italy, Ger¬ 

many, or Japan. Like communism, fascism was viewed as 

part of a world revolt against many of the values of liberalism 

and democracy. And the United States, by concentrating its 

attention on the danger of a fascist or nazi aggression from 
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abroad, overlooked the more real threat of an approaching 

totalitarianism at home. This threat, however, did not come 

primarily from some of the more blatant, radical dema¬ 

gogues of the right who encouraged such profascist organiza¬ 

tions as the German-American Bund. Rather, as Huey Long, 

one of the first and most able of their number, explained, if 

fascism ever took hold in America it would arrive in the 

guise of antifascism. 

Lawrence Dennis, the leading American exponent of in¬ 

tellectual fascism, underlined Long’s point with his thesis 

that a purely American fascism would not have to include all 

the undesirable features of Hitler’s nazi state. In his Coming 

American Fascism, published in 1937, Dennis maintained 

that neither economic planning nor the use of force was 

un-American. Liberal capitalism, he argued, was doomed 

and could no longer be made to work short of the economic 

incentives supplied by war. The latter, in turn, would auto¬ 

matically, and of necessity, result in the imposition of some 

kind of fascist state and economy. 

Although most Americans had little sympathy with 

avowed fascist-type organizations or leaders, there was a 

growing fear, especially in liberal circles, that fascism and 

the totalitarian collectivist state were symptomatic of a deeply 

rooted malaise striking at the heart of Western civilization. 

Fascism, according to this view, was part of a Machiavellian 

or managerial revolution that sought to overthrow the rem¬ 

nants of an already declining liberal society. It fed on the 

craving of the masses, not only for economic security but also 

for the type of psychological security found in authoritarian 

institutions. The so-called revolt of the masses was thus ac¬ 

tually more an apathetic resistance to the initiative that a 

free liberal society entrusted to the individual —- a flight 

from freedom,” or a retreat from reason. Catering to the 

psychological and social needs of the people by offering them 
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all sorts of nationalistic and militaristic flourishes, the fascist 

states were able to stir the patriotism of the masses. In this 

way, too, the state gained acceptance for the cutting back of 

consumers’ goods and could devote the savings to war prepa¬ 

rations. In Karl Mannheim’s dire words, “The less bread, 

the more circuses.” 10 

The role of fascist ways of thinking in American life pro¬ 

voked continued commentary in the months before Amer¬ 

ican entrance into World War II. Noting that many of those 

who had formerly deplored the fascist tendencies of the 

domestic program of the New Deal now “accepted the in¬ 

evitability of the Fascist impact in a period of preparedness,” 

Edgar Kemler, a young journalist, chronicled what he called 

The Deflation of American Ideals. “We have reduced a rich 

heritage of hopes and dreams to the bare endeavor to make 

the system work,” Kemler wrote, but he added: “I, for one, 

am willing to pay this price.” Others also noted that the mul¬ 

tiplicity of New Deal laws, even though they had promised 

some social good, in no way changed the fact that they were 

often gained at the price of individual liberty.11 

Most cynical, perhaps, was James Burnham, who argued 

in his well-known book The Managerial Revolution that 

United States hostility to totalitarianism was merely resent¬ 

ment of its foreign aspects — “a 100% American totalitar¬ 

ianism would not be objectionable.” While the United 

States was the most primitive of the managerial states, it 

tended in the same direction as its European counterparts. 

American liberals were naturally confused by the mixture of 

aims and purposes put forth under the New Deal banner. 

Such old-fashioned liberal individualists as Oswald Garrison 

Villard, for example, whom both Kemler and Burnham re¬ 

garded as typical, were especially bewildered because “the 

New Deal’s liberalism and progressivism are not liberalism 

and progressivism in the historical meaning of these 
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terms.” 12 Villard, despite his admiration for much of the 

early New Deal and his approval of Roosevelt’s stand against 

fascist aggression, could not reconcile growing American 

militarization or Roosevelt’s Supreme Court plan and third- 

term ambitions with his own liberal philosophy. Believing 

that New Deal liberalism was being slain by preparations 

for war, Villard unhappily continued to protest that he was 

still a New Dealer as well as a stanch pacifist.13 

As the United States moved ever closer to war, American 

liberals, already at odds over the issues at stake, were still 

further divided by charges that the scholars and writers 

among them had been notably indifferent to the totalitarian 

advance threatening the free world. In an earlier view of this 

question, the so-called treason of the intellectuals was re¬ 

garded as not to the state but to their responsibilities as intel¬ 

lectuals. Their treason therefore was not a lack of patriotism 

but their renunciation of the philosophy of liberalism for 

the favors and dictates of the state. It followed from this that 

“One of the gravest responsibilities of the modern State is 

that it has not maintained (but could it do so?) a class of men 

exempt from civic duties, men wThose sole function is to 

maintain non-practical values.” 14 The New Deal, with all 

its emergency WPA aid to art and letters, had been able to 

avoid political censorship because the criterion was the indi¬ 

vidual’s need for relief and not the content of his work. But 

now, with the approach of war, the old conservative refrain 

of “rights without duties” was revived as a whip to lash the 

hesitant, nonconformist liberal intellectuals into line. 

After the fall of France in the late spring of 1940, Archi¬ 

bald MacLeish led a group of American intellectuals in ac¬ 

cusing their fellows of a “failure to understand what it is that 

is happening to their world,” and of failing to oppose soon 

enough the fascist destruction of scholarship and humane 

values. Having seen “the crisis of our time” in France, Mac- 
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Leish charged that American intellectuals continued to 

think and write of it in a detached way as a purely European 

phenomenon. This criticism, as it was later developed and 

enlarged in the course of the war, was basically a charge that 

many American liberals and intellectuals, imbued with the 

disillusionist and critical viewpoint of the twenties and early 

thirties, had not responded with sufficient enthusiasm to the 

stimulus of American nationalism and patriotism. Presum¬ 

ably guilty of this charge of having been overly critical in 

their writings were such authors as Sinclair Lewis, H. L. 

Mencken, and Charles Beard. According to the MacLeish 

school of thought, these writers, “The Irresponsibles,” had 

undermined the confidence of American youths in Amer¬ 

ican institutions and had thus weakened their will to fight 

the battle of democracy against fascism.15 

This indictment was a natural outgrowth of the new spirit 

of nationalism that had begun to develop in the thirties. In 

part, a result of the support that the New Deal gave to var¬ 

ious intellectual and cultural projects, this cultural national¬ 

ism was also related to the search for positive values in the 

midst of a deteriorating world order. In such a time of stress, 

the kind of liberalism that indulged in a critical view of 

accepted institutions and beliefs was likely to be subordi¬ 

nated to a philosophy of emotional affirmation and uncritical 

faith. Accordingly, two days after Pearl Harbor, the Writers’ 

War Board was organized to meet the need for a wartime 

propaganda agency. This Board had as its “basic function 

. . . the fulfillment of requests from governmental agencies 

for all kinds of writing required to win the war.” 16 

The very virulence of the MacLeish attack on the writers 

and intellectuals of the interwar period, in a sense, provided 

its own explanation for much of their pessimistic and critical 

spirit. But, as a later defender of the accused authors was to 
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point out, it never occurred to their wartime detractors that 

the bitterness of the writings they attacked was rooted in the 

fact of one world war and was in the process of being justified 

by another even greater global conflict.17 

In the midst of these final intellectual preparations for 

possible war, important changes were overtaking American 

democracy. Almost unnoticed, Congress passed what was in 

effect the first peacetime sedition law in the United States 

since the unhappy Federalist Act of 1798. Serious interest in 

such a law had its origins in the period immediately after 

World War I, when Wilson’s attorney general, A. Mitchell 

Palmer, tried unsuccessfully to persuade Congress to trans¬ 

pose the wartime sedition legislation into a permanent 

statute. In the twenties most of the illiberal war legislation, 

except in some of the states, became a dead letter, and then in 

the 1930’s the Supreme Court began to bolster liberals’ 

confidence in the matter of civil liberties. The Court, under 

Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes, became a zealous de¬ 

fender of the right of free speech, and Justices Holmes and 

Brandeis, formerly in a minority on such cases, now found 

their views accepted by a majority of their colleagues. 

But, while the Court was thus giving the country more 

liberty, toward the end of the decade Congress and state leg¬ 

islatures began giving it less. Fears of communism revived 

and soon resulted in state laws interfering with freedom of 

speech, press, and teaching. In 1935 Congress called for 

hearings on a peacetime sedition law, and three years later 

the Dies Committee began its investigation of un-American 

activities. Concerned with ferreting out subversive nazi and 

communist activity in the United States, the Dies Commit¬ 

tee also had the effect of intimidating left-wing and radical 

sentiment within the New Deal administration and in the 

labor movement.18 The drive for a peacetime sedition law, 
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accordingly, seemed based on more than a foreign threat to 

America. 

A month before Hitler moved his army into Poland, the 

House of Representatives after weeks of thorough discussion 

passed a sedition bill by an overwhelming majority. Less 

than a year later, in June 1940, the bill became law, but the 

brief final debate made no reference to the collapse of France 

that spring or to the danger of a nazi attack on the United 

States. Indeed, the chief connection of the bill with events in 

Europe seemed to rest in its misleading title of Alien Regis¬ 

tration Act. The impression that most Americans had of the 

act was that it was a statute for the registration and finger¬ 

printing of foreigners. Zechariah Chafee, an authority on the 

history of legislation pertaining to freedom of speech, has 

admitted: “Not until months later did I for one realize that 

this statute contains the most drastic restrictions on freedom 

of speech ever enacted in the United States during peace.” 

Chafee added that the law commonly called the Smith Act 

“is no more limited to the registration of aliens than the 

Espionage Act of 1917 was limited to spying.” The compara¬ 

tive liberal silence regarding the Smith Act at the time of its 

passage, he felt, was probably a result of the rush of legisla¬ 

tion that spring, the lessened critical feeling of the country 

in the face of impending war, and finally the false stress on 

the bill as a measure dealing chiefly with aliens.19 

This latter emphasis was true of the bill as originally 

drawn up, when Congress, in a mood of bitter and vindictive 

antiforeign feeling almost akin to nazism in Germany, was 

ready to pass any kind of restrictive measure dealing with 

aliens. Justified at first on the grounds that it applied only to 

the alien deemed guilty of subversive activities, the bill was 

then, in turn, criticized because it did not apply equally well 

to suspect citizens. Congress suddenly seemed panic-stricken 

by the realization that the country had existed for almost one 



FROM NEW DEAL TO NEW WAR 301 

hundred fifty years with no law governing sedition in time of 

peace. Accordingly, the bill was amended so that citizens as 

well as aliens were prohibited from such activities as inter¬ 

fering with the loyalty of the armed forces. This antisubver¬ 

sive section put into effect again the terms of the World War 

I Espionage Act. Finally, the whole bill was broadened not 

only to include activity involving the army or navy but to 

forbid anyone from teaching or advocating the “overthrow 

or destruction of any government in the United States by 

force or violence; or to be or become a member of, or affiliate 

with, any such society, group, or assembly of persons . . 20 

This last provision contained the “guilt by association” 

clause that provided a foundation for the antiradical cam¬ 

paign following World War II. Thus it was evident that the 

Alien Registration Act included far more than its title indi¬ 

cated and that it carried sedition legislation beyond the 

World War I example. The only precedent in all American 

history for its insistence that guilt was not necessarily per¬ 

sonal but could be determined by membership or association 

was in the alien deportations of 1919. “Neither the Sedition 

Act of 1798 nor the Espionage Acts of 1917 and 1918 in¬ 

cluded such a conception. We got safely through the Civil 

War and the World War without finding it necessary to 

create group guilt outside the limits of an actual conspir¬ 

acy.” 21 

The general aim of the 1940 sedition legislation, like that 

of the more limited laws of 1798 and 1918, was, of course, to 

suppress the dissemination of opinions and beliefs deemed 

subversive, but which nevertheless could not be prosecuted 

as treasonable within the meaning of the Constitution and 

the courts’ interpretation of treason as dependent on some 

overt activity. The danger in all such legislation was not its 

actual provisions dealing with subversion of the armed 

forces or overthrow of the government — practices which 
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almost all would accept as undesirable — but the way the 

law could be used to threaten free speech and nonconformist 

activity. “The truth,” as Chafee has pointed out, “is that the 

precise language of a sedition law is like the inscription on a 

sword. What matters is the existence of the weapon. Once 

the sword is placed in the hands of the people in power, then, 

whatever it says, they will be able to reach and slash at almost 

any unpopular person who is speaking or writing anything 

that they consider objectionable criticism of their pol¬ 

icies.” 22 

Although at least one congressman warned that the Smith 

Act could also be used to prevent conservatives from agitat¬ 

ing against a type of government they deemed radical and 

un-American, in practice, legislation of this type was more 

liable to operate “as a device to keep down the agitation of 

discontented workmen.” 23 Thus the Smith Act was largely 

unworkable in World War II when it was invoked in the 

mass sedition trial of a group of alleged nazi sympathizers, 

but it was used effectively in 1941 against a number of Trot¬ 

skyist labor leaders. Eighteen men and women members of 

the Socialist Workers party and the Minneapolis Motor 

Transport Workers Union, a CIO local, were the first to be 

convicted under the Smith Act’s provisions against any con¬ 

spiracy to overthrow the government by force or violence. 

Wartime liberals who ignored the Minneapolis case and 

were willing to enforce the doctrine of guilt by association 

against members of the pro-nazi German-American Bund, 

were later to reap a heavy harvest of retribution when the 

Smith Act was found to be susceptible of use against left- 

wing and radical groups in the period after the war.24 

In the same month in which Congress passed the Alien 

Registration, or Smith, Act, it began serious consideration 

of another measure also unprecedented in American peace¬ 

time history — military conscription. Some form of military 
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training in peace as a preparation for universal service in war 

had long been desired in military circles. This enthusiasm, 

however, was not shared by the American people or the 

Congress, and all such plans looking toward compulsory 

training or drill were rejected after World War I. Although 

such a New Deal measure as the Civilian Conservation Corps 

of the 1930’s provided a degree of military training and pre¬ 

paredness, there had been no real opportunity to revive the 

draft issue until after the coming of the war in Europe. 

Presented to the people as legislation for the better de¬ 

fense and protection of the United States by a system of 

peacetime military training, the Selective Service Act of 

1940 was in reality a war measure. Despite the emphasis on 

training for defense, the law forecast the sending of an Amer¬ 

ican army to Europe or Asia as soon as the United States 

might become an actual belligerent. Conscription, widely 

denounced as the sure path to war, held out far-reaching 

implications for American foreign policy. And, at the same 

time, as Senator Norris pointed out in the debate over the 

measure, a permanent system of compulsory military train¬ 

ing would go far to transform the domestic pattern of life in 

the United States as he and his colleagues had known it.25 

With its potentiality for heightening nationalist and mili¬ 

tarist sentiment, conscription was obviously inimical to the 

ideals of peace and individual liberty long prized by all lib 

erals. In conflict with traditional liberalism, conscription 

was also at odds with democracy, except in an interpretation 

of the latter from an extreme equalitarian or collectivist 

point of view. This conflict between conscription and demo¬ 

cratic ideals was immediately pointed out in a statement 

signed by some three hundred prominent educators, au¬ 

thors, clergymen, business and professional leaders, who de¬ 

nounced the impending draft as totalitarian and unworthy 

of the spirit of American democracy.28 
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Liberals, with a respect for the historic tenets of their prin¬ 

ciples, could justify conscription only to the extent that they 

viewed United States entrance into the war as necessary and 

desirable. It was again the old World War I confusion over 

ends and means. The dilemma of the prowar liberals lay in 

the fact that they could not logically refrain from acceding 

to the militarism that might be needed to back up the Presi¬ 

dent’s interventionist foreign policy. Thus Freda Kirchwey, 

editor of the Nation, wrote somewhat reluctantly “There Is 

No Alternative.” And the New Republic, which at first be¬ 

lieved that the United States should limit its efforts to con¬ 

tinuing as the arsenal of democracy, announced in Septem¬ 

ber 1940: “It is with heavy hearts that the editors of the 

New Republic endorse the principle of compulsory service 

at this time.” 27 

In contrast to the tortured consciences of the editors of the 

liberal journals, some conservative spokesmen, who did not 

join in the general military and business enthusiasm for 

conscription, were able to suggest that the draft was basically 

a New Deal totalitarian measure. For example, the Commer¬ 

cial and Financial Chroiricle, which had greeted the Burke- 

Wadsworth selective service bill with the caption “Involun¬ 

tary servitude must not be restored,” asked: “Does not this 

defense program in some of its aspects take on the appear¬ 

ance of another New Deal project tainted with the philos¬ 

ophy of totalitarianism and heavy with risk of further in¬ 

fringement of individual liberty?” 28 

After the passage of the Selective Service Act, the problem 

of the conscientious objector to military service thrust itself 

upon all those liberals who were not completely captivated 

by the war spirit. While the small number of actual CO’s was 

to prove disappointing to the many liberals who had taken 

seriously the antiwar pledges of college youths in the 1930’s, 
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the prospect of even a few thousand objectors was disquiet¬ 

ing to the government. Although Selective Service proce¬ 

dures in regard to the CO came to represent a considerable 

advance over World War I legislation and practice, Congress 

in 1940 refused to follow Britain’s liberal example and ac¬ 

cept as sincere those objectors who were motivated by other 

than religious beliefs. Liberal and pacifist spokesmen at the 

first draft hearings therefore warned the congressmen that 

they were enacting a measure which, in providing insuffi¬ 

cient protection for the cause of conscience, would again fill 

Federal jails with objectors to war. This prediction was in 

part realized as many CO’s were either denied such a classifi¬ 

cation on technical grounds or themselves refused to comply 

with the strict provisions of the act.29 

In the course of the war, some six thousand CO’s, includ¬ 

ing four thousand Jehovah’s Witnesses denied classification 

as ministers, were convicted of Draft Act violations and sen¬ 

tenced to prison terms of as much as five years. Twice this 

number, or some twelve thousand men, were assigned to the 

civilian work camps or to special units on farms or in mental 

hospitals. A much larger number of CO’s, variously esti¬ 

mated at from twenty-five to one hundred thousand men, 

were granted noncombatant status in the army. For the CO 

in general there had been a significant change since World 

War I. Although not in agreement with his views, most 

people seemed to feel that the sincere objector had a right to 

his convictions. Many of the churches, for example, though 

they again followed the populace in giving their sanction to 

war, coupled this stand with resolutions affirming support of 

the individual whose conscience compelled him to stand 

aside.30 

In the light of the comparative toleration extended at least 

to the religious objector, the most serious victims of wartime 
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hate and hysteria were the Japanese Americans living along 

the Pacific coast and in the Hawaiian Islands. Although there 

was no case of espionage or sabotage by a single Japanese, 

citizen or noncitizen, all Americans of Japanese descent were 

evacuated from the Pacific coast, and military government 

was imposed upon the Hawaiian Islands, where Japanese 

Americans formed the largest single element in the popula¬ 

tion. Later, after the close of the war, the Supreme Court 

declared the army rule of Hawaii to have been an illegal in¬ 

vasion of the rights of the inhabitants. But, in the case of the 

removal of the West Coast Japanese Americans, the Court 

refused to intervene. 

On the authority of a presidential order allowing the com¬ 

manding general on the Pacific coast to designate military 

areas from which any or all civilians could be excluded, 

General John L. DeWitt gave more than one hundred thou¬ 

sand Japanese Americans, two-thirds of whom were citizens 

of the United States, five days in which to leave their homes 

and be transferred to government relocation or detention 

centers. As a stanch advocate of evacuation, General DeWitt 

played the key role in the affair, but his decision enjoyed the 

approval of both President Roosevelt, and Secretary of War 

Stimson. In the post-Pearl Harbor mood of anti-Japanese 

feeling, no attempt was made to distinguish between citizen 

and alien or between the loyal and disloyal. The protests 

emanating from such organizations as the Fellowship of Rec¬ 

onciliation and the American Civil Liberties Union were 

ignored, and even the latter organization at first approved, 

or at least condoned, the evacuation.31 

Gradually, however, liberals perceived the falsity of the 

blanket charges of disloyalty directed against the Japanese 

Americans, and the harsh injustice of depriving them of 

their homes, property, and means of future livelihood. In 

1943 the Supreme Court, although refusing to rule against 
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the army decision, nevertheless expressed its grave suspicion 

of the necessity of the evacuation. And after the war the 

Court decided that the evacuees must be permitted to return 

to their Pacific coast homes. Still another judicial criticism 

of the army’s procedure was handed down by the Circuit 

Court of Appeals in 1949. Affirming the restoration of citi¬ 

zenship to those Japanese Americans who had renounced it 

during their incarceration in the wartime relocation centers, 

Judge William Dunham wrote a decision which the New 

York Times described as ‘‘a blistering denunciation of Lieut. 

Gen. John L. DeWitt.” The judge likened the relocation 

centers to German concentration camps and denounced the 

general’s doctrine of enemy racism as similar to the Nazi 

philosophy.32 

Except for the glaring instance of the treatment of the 

West Coast Japanese Americans, there was no concerted 

official violation of the civil liberties of the citizen in World 

War II. Though the Roosevelt administration and Attorney 

General Francis Biddle deserved much credit for this record, 

the improvement could also be explained, at least in party 

by the lack of any real opposition to the war. This almost uni¬ 

versal acquiescence helped to account for the improved rec¬ 

ord of the government in the matter of civil liberties as 

compared with World War I. Assured of general support, 

the Roosevelt administration could afford to be tolerant of 

its few academic and intellectual critics. The sensational 

raids and vindictive prosecutions of World War I were, on 

the whole, avoided, and the attempt to prosecute a group of 

American pro-nazi sympathizers resulted in a mistrial. Aside 

from a few disloyal individuals, the alien population of the 

United States proved no great problem, and only a few 

hundred were interned besides the Japanese Americans.33 

Whatever the reason, liberals could hardly complain over 

the comparative absence of serious infringements upon civil 
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liberties. Of more immediate concern to many liberals there¬ 

fore were some of the trends in the United States which, 

however normal and expected in wartime, gave indications 

that they would continue far beyond the period of actual 

hostilities. This was particularly true in the matter of the 

increasing concentration and control of the economic life of 

the nation by the joint forces of big business and big gov¬ 

ernment. When the Temporary National Economic Com¬ 

mittee, created back in 1938 to investigate just this problem, 

submitted its final report in 1941, it was embarrassed to find 

on every side fresh evidence of the concentration of eco¬ 

nomic power. Later, in the midst of the war, a special com¬ 

mittee appointed by the Senate to study the status of the 

smaller business and industrial plants, reported an alarming 

rate of wartime casualties so that there were one-half million 

fewer enterprises in 1943 than in 1941. Other figures showed 

that a high proportion of government contracts were being 

awarded to the largest corporations, which naturally were 

thereby placed in a close relationship with the army and 

navy. Even allowing for the considerable amount of sub¬ 

sequent subcontracting to smaller firms, an important fea¬ 

ture of the war economy seemed to be a strengthening of big 

business.34 

During the war the military did its best to direct the allo¬ 

cation of all industrial output, engaging in a long struggle 

over this issue with the civilian War Production Board 

headed by Donald Nelson. One of the important matters in 

dispute, and a vital factor in the early resumption of a nor¬ 

mal peacetime economy, was setting a date for the relaxation 

of government controls so that civilian production could be 

resumed. In general, this was a problem of greater concern 

to smaller businesses without sizable government orders. In 

any case, by 1944 Nelson believed that the state of war pro¬ 

duction was sufficiently healthy to make possible the gradual 
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reconversion of American industry to postwar peacetime 

needs. This change-over the army, however, was able to 

block, thus maintaining for a longer period Federal author¬ 

ity over prices, production, and raw materials.35 

By the middle of the war the army, in conjunction with 

those business leaders who favored closer ties between in¬ 

dustry and the armed forces, also attempted to secure full 

control over the nation’s manpower through a labor draft. 

Liberal and labor sentiment, however, regarded such a war 

service bill as equivalent to slavery. They rejected the time¬ 

worn contention that conscription for the army justified a 

labor draft in industry — an argument that overlooked the 

fact that the worker in private industry was also making pos¬ 

sible profits for his employer. As William Green, president 

of the American Federation of Labor, was quick to point 

out, there could be no fair draft of labor without a corre¬ 

spondingly drastic levy on capital.36 This overambitious 

effort to regiment all American manpower occasioned much 

bitterness and resulted further in widespread charges of to¬ 

talitarianism. In the ensuing reaction against the whole 

scheme of a labor draft, strong public sentiment also de¬ 

veloped against proposals to turn the wartime system of se¬ 

lective service into a permanent peacetime plan for compul¬ 

sory military training. This question was accordingly post¬ 

poned until after the war. 

Although Congress refused to sanction either peacetime 

conscription or a labor draft, in almost all other respects the 

war period was one of tremendous expansion in the powers 

of government over the individual. Allocation of raw ma¬ 

terials and industrial capacity was carried down to the aver¬ 

age citizen through a system of rationing and price control 

of consumers’ goods. The long-time trend toward greater 

concentration and centralization of the political and eco¬ 

nomic life of the nation had never before been so explicitly 
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institutionalized and brought home to each and every 

person. Imitative of big business was now big government, 

full of grave problems and implications for the future of 

liberalism and democracy. 

In the midst of wartime regimentation of the national 

economy, the argument that centralized economic planning 

would result in some sort of permanent, totalitarian, col¬ 

lectivist order increased in intensity. This thesis attracted 

the attention of a wide variety of economists, publicists, and 

scholars, who depicted the United States as marching toward 

fascism or returning to serfdom. Of all this wartime litera¬ 

ture, the book that had the greatest impact was probably 

Friedrich Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom, published in 1944. 

The work of an Austrian economist teaching in England, 

Hayek’s volume was a far more sensitive and modest book 

than either its disciples or critics made out. In essence it ad¬ 

vanced the contention that the United States and England, 

though not resembling the Germany of Hitler and World 

War II, did bear a close analogy to the Germany of World 

War I and after. The progressive abandonment of freedom 

in economic affairs, Hayek feared, was leading to a similar 

destruction of political and personal freedom. Political de¬ 

mocracy in itself was no guarantee against arbitrary power, 

and in the advance of economic collectivism under central¬ 

ized state planning Hayek saw a new despotism and rever¬ 

sion to a feudal type of social order.37 

In angry rejoinder to Hayek’s book, Herman Finer, one 

of his former English colleagues who was teaching at Har¬ 

vard University, hastily published Road to Reaction, point¬ 

ing out some inconsistencies and confusion of purpose in 

Hayek’s writing, but in no sense refuting his major thesis. 

Instead, Finer resorted to personal invective, berating Hayek 

as one of the company of men who failed to distinguish be- 
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tween the Fascists and Nazis, and “the pro-popular impulse 

of the Soviet system.” According to Finer, Hayek was also 

one of a small group of liberals, some of whom had “decided 

against America’s entry into World War II before Pearl 

Harbor.” 38 Undoubtedly, Hayek’s book was used by certain 

reactionary groups to serve a dubious ulterior purpose, out 

of keeping with the author’s own reasonable point of view, 

but this did not contradict the essentials of his argument that 

the United States was witnessing a decline of economic free¬ 

dom that would affect all liberty. Especially interesting, in 

the light of his own vast influence on New Deal economic 

thought, was the judgment of John Maynard Keynes, who, 

without disavowing planning, nevertheless wrote to Hayek 

that he agreed morally and philosophically with his contro¬ 

versial book.39 

The Road to Serfdom, published in the middle of World 

War II, marked a critical break between two eras of national 

planning. It also illustrated the confusion of individualist 

liberals caught between the waning New Deal and the wax¬ 

ing war economy of the 1940’s. These liberals could not help 

but feel a growing concern lest modern government degen¬ 

erate into a species of arbitrary and tyrannical rule admin¬ 

istered by a swollen bureaucracy. The emergency powers 

granted to the New Deal in the crisis of the depression were 

constantly being expanded in the course of the war. As Pres¬ 

ident Roosevelt told Congress after Pearl Harbor, in an¬ 

nouncing his intention to arrogate authority regarding price 

controls if desired legislation was not passed, I cannot tell 

what powers may have to be exercised in order to win this 

war.” 40 
Despite the many precedents for the wartime assumption 

of authority by the President of the United States, there was 

the ever-present danger that Congress, as Senator Taft put 
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it, in reply to the President, would be reduced to “a mere 

shell of a legislative body.” Doctrines of presidential power 

and responsibility, illustrated by Roosevelt’s disregard of 

the third-term tradition in 1940, and again in 1944, and the 

whole theory of military necessity, as argued in the case of 

the Japanese Americans, raised the question of wdiether the 

government was outrunning both constitutional law and 

American traditions. The peril was not that of an explicit 

fascism or a demagoguery of the old Huey Long type but 

rather, as one writer expressed it, ‘‘Our danger is that we are 

drifting away from the secure anchorage of constitutional 

government, with little thought as to where the winds of 

expediency will carry us.” Hopeful that trends toward col¬ 

lectivism might be absorbed in the democratic system, vari¬ 

ous reformers suggested plans for the modernization and 

reorganization of the Federal government, especially in the 

field of legislative-executive relationships. At the same time, 

fearful of the wartime shift of power to the President and the 

executive bureaucracy, liberals began to take a new interest 

in preserving the legislative branch of the government as a 

bulwark of democracy. ‘‘The difference between an authori¬ 

tarian and a democratic state centers on the position of the 

representative body. If the Legislature is free and strong, 

authoritarian rule cannot exist.” 41 

Liberals’ growing concern and criticism, however unwel¬ 

come in the midst of a wartime emphasis on undivided na¬ 

tional loyalty and unity, nevertheless served the useful and 

important function of calling attention to problems and 

trends that transcended even the impact of the war. Looking 

ahead to the postwar world, American liberals had little basis 

for an optimistic confidence. A period of total war, charac¬ 

terized by indiscriminate bombing of civilian populations 

and flagrant violation of neutral rights, was not likely to be 

the prelude to a coming era of peace and international un- 
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demanding. Nor was it easy to see how, after a period of 

severe war destruction and state control of economic life, 

there could be any quick return to a free economy on either 

a national or an international scale. Instead, as in the era of 

World War I, there was every indication that wartime meth¬ 

ods and patterns of thinking would continue to hold their 

own in the years immediately ahead. 



17 

National Security and the 

Garrison State 

On August 6, 1945, an American plane dropped an atomic 

bomb on Hiroshima. Nine days later the Japanese govern¬ 

ment surrendered. Although the peace settlement with both 

Germany and Japan was still to be determined, World War 

II had ended. This sudden close, under such fateful circum¬ 

stances, of the greatest war in modern history gave to the 

world a new legacy of mixed hopes and fears, which the 

postwar generation seemed unable to resolve or even under¬ 

stand. Only the future could determine whether the scien¬ 

tists, in discovering and applying the principle of atomic 

energy, had fashioned “man’s masterpiece or his master.” 1 

In the United States, which had played a pivotal role in 

the war, the return to peace brought no marked change in 

the fortunes of a declining liberalism. If every war, as has 

often been pointed out, is waged at the cost of a few more 

liberties, this was even more true of the periods following 

each major war. Americans had only to reread the story of 

Civil War and Reconstruction days, and to recall the reac¬ 

tion that swept the country after World War I, to realize the 

probable portent of the years ahead. Faced with the prospect 

of a renewed challenge to liberal beliefs and values, the lib¬ 

erals themselves entered the postwar period in a state of 

3*4 
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extreme confusion. “The lost liberals. Can they find a road 

map?” was the way one writer expressed it.2 

Although in the past liberalism had often been endan¬ 

gered by attacks from both the right and the left, it had man¬ 

aged to keep alive a hard core of traditional beliefs and 

values. Avoiding extremes, liberals, however much they 

differed on certain matters of politics and economics, had 

been able to agree on a decent respect for individual integ¬ 

rity and preservation of the rights of minorities and of free¬ 

dom of opinion. In times of profound historical crisis it was 

true that liberal tenets were not easily maintained, but until 

World War I such periods had come at sufficiently long in¬ 

tervals to provide at least a measure of intervening liberal 

recovery. After 1914, though, the swift succession of two 

world wars, interspaced with the depression of the thirties, 

put a strain on liberalism that the new crises of cold war and 

Korean struggle did nothing to alleviate. 

Despite this disheartening background, the postwar col¬ 

lapse of liberalism came as a shock to those who had confused 

appearance and reality. During the early days of the New 

Deal, and again in the midst of World War II, too many lib¬ 

erals had allowed themselves to be seduced by the illusion of 

power. Accepting the necessity of planning at home and war 

abroad, many lost all sense of proportion. They forgot that 

crusades are seldom liberal. And at the same time the much- 

diminished American suspicion of a powerful centralized 

government all but vanished in response to repeated de¬ 

mands that liberals be practical men of action. Denying most 

vigorously that they had betrayed classical and traditional 

liberal values, the new totalitarian liberals argued that such 

liberalism had become outmoded. “The base we want to 

build our liberalism on is a democratic collectivism,” wrote 

Max Lerner. More honest than most of his contemporaries, 

Lerner hastened to add: “It will become apparent to the 
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reader before he has read many pages that I am far more a 

democrat than I am a liberal.” 3 The clash between Lerner s 

views and those of older schools of thought was illustrated 

in the comment of an historian of Jefferson’s liberalism, who 

pointed out that “A liberal is a catholic-minded democrat, 

who often opposed a realistic democracy that would ignore 

minority rights.” 4 

In the stress of the war, a number of those who considered 

themselves liberals had preached a philosophy of vengeance 

and hate. The Morgenthau Plan to reduce Germany to a 

pastoral state, the demand for unconditional surrender, and 

the war crimes trials at Nuremberg and Tokyo were fruits of 

this policy which later were to prove embarrassing to the 

United States. This was especially the case when in the post¬ 

war era erstwhile disarmed enemies were suddenly desired 

as newly rearmed allies. At home the doctrine of guilt by 

association had been invoked by the administration in a 

mass sedition trial of Americans who had sympathized with 

the Nazis or who had been members of German-front organ¬ 

izations. In the instance of the two largest wartime minority 

groups, the Japanese Americans and the conscientious ob¬ 

jectors, self-styled liberals in official position had made little 

protest over unfair or discriminatory treatment. Silent as 

long as the ugly type of World War I incident was avoided, 

the war liberals, as Norman Thomas later noted, had been 

content to let a conservative like Senator Robert Taft assume 

the onerous task of speaking out most openly in regard to 

certain aspects of conscription or of the forced evacuation of 

Americans of Japanese descent.5 

Thus the thirties and early forties, when liberals under 

Franklin Roosevelt seemed most strongly entrenched, was 

actually a period of grave potential peril for traditional lib¬ 

eral values. This, however, was only fully realized after the 

close of the war, when the liberal retreat was beginning to 
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turn into a rout. Preoccupied by the struggle to gain first 

economic and then military security, American liberals set 

the pattern in the 1930’s and 1940’s for the sacrifice of the 

very individual freedoms on which all personal, and ulti¬ 

mately national, security is necessarily based. In one of his 

early messages to Congress before the war, President Roose¬ 

velt had indicated the liberals’ possible future dilemma in 

regard to the new instruments of public power that he was 

helping to fashion. “In the hands of a people’s Government,” 

he asserted, “this power is wholesome and proper. But in the 

hands of political puppets of an economic autocracy such 

power would provide shackles for the liberties of the 

people.” 6 

As New Deal regulatory powers fell more and more into 

antiliberal hands, postwar liberals of various shades of opin¬ 

ion were placed on the defensive. Although they could not 

afford to ignore the popular and official shibboleth of secu¬ 

rity, it seemed clear that in their concentration on so-called 

realistic political and economic ends liberals had yielded the 

less tangible but more important values associated with in¬ 

dividual freedom and dissent. The preservation of the Fed¬ 

eral bureaucracy had become an end in itself. Accustomed 

to power and office, New Deal liberals had lost the capacity 

of self-criticism and vigorous opposition, qualities that 

might have served them in good stead in the postwar years 

of hysteria and reaction.7 

In spite of the undoubted pressures upon American lib¬ 

erals during World War II, it soon became evident that the 

hardships of the postwar period would prove infinitely more 

trying. Before the American people could translate the joy 

of victory into the hope of an enduring peace they were faced 

with a rapid deterioration in relations between Russia and 

the West and with the sordid realities of the cold war. Over¬ 

shadowing the concept of the United Nations and the ideals 
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of the Atlantic Charter was the specter of a third world war 

and the new means of destruction indicated by the atomic 

and hydrogen bombs. Meanwhile, permanent world peace, 

even if remote, seemed all the more necessary as a matter of 

sheer biological survival. Yet, despite the popular wartime 

slogan of “One World” and the ready assumption that inter¬ 

nationalism had replaced isolationism, it was apparent that 

the postwar world would still be dominated by considera¬ 

tions of military power, and by a narrow nationalism. 

During the war Carl Becker, a respected historian, had 

asked the question “How new will the better world be?” And 

he went on to show that the postwar world would continue 

to be an evolution based on the historical past, and not nearly 

so new as customarily imagined. For example, war and un¬ 

employment, which he saw as the two chief faults of modern 

civilization, were not likely to be eliminated by World War 

II. And the world would also find it difficult to lessen na¬ 

tionalism, imperialism, and power politics. Becker, a close 

student of the eighteenth century, pointed out in his essay 

that many of the modern goals of internationalism and cos¬ 

mopolitanism, highly prized in liberal circles, had actually 

been better realized in the Age of the Enlightenment. But 

just as the French Revolution and ensuing general Euro¬ 

pean war had turned peoples from internationalism to na¬ 

tionalism, so in recent times the Russian Revolution and 

two world wars were having the same effect.8 

However one looked at the postwar picture, filled with 

new and frightening uncertainties, there was ample basis for 

a reappraisal of American policies in connection with the 

late war. This seemed especially true if one accepted in any 

way the verdict of a prominent American wartime diplomat 

that “A government’s foreign policy must be judged far 

more by its results than by its intentions.” 9 Unfortunately, 

much of the revisionist treatment of American foreign pol- 
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icy was as biased as the policies it criticized. While revisionist 

historians spent considerable time exploring the alleged 

ulterior motives and conspiratorial character of President 

Roosevelt’s diplomacy, their more orthodox colleagues con¬ 

tented themselves with defending the President’s ends, if not 

always his means. Meanwhile, the real issues received little 

attention. For example, less important than whether Hitler 

intended to attack the United States was the question of 

whether he could have done so successfully. Even more fun¬ 

damental was the challenge in the revisionists’ argument 

that World War II did not serve American interests but 

paved the way for Russian dominance in Europe and Asia. 

With Germany’s attack on Russia, and Britain not invaded, 

would the war have ended, as some asserted, in a stalemate? 

Should the United States therefore have tried harder to stay 

out of the struggle, making the necessary concessions to 

Japan in China and the Pacific? 10 

Such problems unfortunately were obscured in the war 

and postwar emphasis on a bipartisan foreign policy. Revi¬ 

sionists were all too easily dismissed as neo-isolationists or 

doctrinaire pacifists, while their writings were bypassed in 

favor of the stream of official and quasi-official accounts pre¬ 

pared by those with ready access to confidential government 

records.11 
One of the ironies of the postwar period was that anti¬ 

revisionist liberals, in their anxiety lest the United States 

return to a post-World War I intellectual pattern of isola¬ 

tionist pacifism, came to condone and even to abet a resort 

to the opposite extreme of a militant, interventionist na¬ 

tionalism, masquerading as idealistic internationalism. At 

the same time, talk of bipartisanship often concealed the 

essentially conservative nature of American postwar foreign 

policy. In what was really a turn to the right in American 

diplomacy, war liberals, who had formerly shared in many a 
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leftist cause or program, now vied with conservatives for 

leadership in the crusade against communism. Although 

most liberals, unlike most conservatives, were anxious to 

keep the fight against communism from spreading to a cam¬ 

paign against the noncommunist left, they were slow to rec¬ 

ognize that any crusade, foreign or domestic, was susceptible 

of strongly illiberal influences. 

It was not the least of the ironies of these years therefore 

that, in the struggle against communism and Russian expan¬ 

sion, the noncommunist forces were often reduced to copy¬ 

ing illiberal Soviet methods. Liberals or progressives, com¬ 

mitted to a philosophy of a democratic collectivism, were 

reluctant to see in their program any similarities to the 

collectivism of fascism or communism. Yet, in attacking the 

Soviets, as E. H. Carr pointed out, the Western world was 

often denouncing what already, in an advanced stage, ex¬ 

isted in their own countries.12 Others noted the paradox of 

Soviet communism, with its ostensible commitment to ma¬ 

terialism, generating a body of ideas with a terrifying power 

to spread, while the United States, with its heritage of values 

and ideals, tried to throw up against it a barricade of 

money.13 

Although much of Russian foreign policy could be ex¬ 

plained in terms of a traditional expansionism that went 

back to the days of the early czarist rulers, it was more popu¬ 

lar to stress the new danger of Soviet communism, rather 

than historic Russian nationalism or imperialism. “Con¬ 

servative passions in the United States are aroused,’’ as 

Archibald MacLeish remarked, “not by Russia as a nation 

but by Russia as the Communist party. Communism is not 

feared because it serves the purposes of Russian aggression; 

Russian aggression is feared because it serves to spread Com¬ 

munism. To strike at Communism directly, therefore, was to 

establish a policy which, it was hoped, would be effective 
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abroad and popular at. home.” In their fear of Russian com¬ 

munism, Americans were even ready to accept the Marxist 

notion of an inevitable war between capitalism and com¬ 

munism. "We hate war and we desire peace but we no longer 

assume that the choice of war or peace is ours.” 14 

Thus in the development of an American policy seeking \y 

to contain Russian expansion and the communist threat, 

there was the danger that the United States would succumb 

to a purely negative diplomacy. By assuming an automatic 

anti-Soviet position, the United States could fall prey to the 

very Russian ideological conquest that American diplomacy 

sought to avoid. “Stalin has really conquered the United 

States,” Oswald Garrison Villard noted, “in that he has com¬ 

pleted its militarization and has frightened it to death.” 15 

Moreover, it seemed likely that a war with Russia, coming 

on top of two world wars, would only sacrifice the rest of the 

personal freedom and capitalism that the United States 

wanted to protect, which had also been the basis of tradi¬ 

tional American liberalism and democracy. Seeing the 

danger therefore in an American policy that attempted to 

explain every decision on the basis of strategical calculations 

about a possible war with Russia, Walter Lippmann con¬ 

cluded: “This damnable obsession has gotten to the point 

where we can hardly send milk to babies abroad without 

explaining that this is an important action in our cold war 

with Russian communism.” 16 The results of such a policy 

could be seen in the evolution of the foreign aid program 

from one of relief and rehabilitation to full-scale military 

assistance. 

The Soviet impact, in which the United States sought to 

mirror in reverse the policies of the Kremlin, even to the 

point of discussing a possible preventive war, had as one of 

its important results an unprecedented peacetime militariza¬ 

tion of the American government and economy. As a part of 
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the struggle against communism, the American people were 

won over to the necessity of military preparedness on a vir¬ 

tual wartime basis. In America as well as in Europe, the 

individual citizen accordingly continued to live in a near¬ 

war atmosphere, in which his own aspirations were subordi¬ 

nated to the demands of the state. Tremendous expendi¬ 

tures, largely for military needs, mounting national debts, 

military conscription, a vast bureaucracy of civil servants, 

and the growing official nature of thought and culture were 

some of the evidences of the growth of statism and the de¬ 

cline of individualism. For most of the world the cold war 

meant the indefinite postponement of a return to normal 

standards of living. Much heard was the cynical comment 

that war had become the norm and peace the exception in 

modern civilization. 

For the first time in its peacetime history the United 

States took on many of the features of what Harold Lasswell 

has called “the garrison state.” 17 Never before had wartime 

militarism been carried over with so little change into the 

postwar period. The world’s failure to achieve a real peace 

and demobilization intensified the postwar threat to all 

liberal ideas and values. The United States, it was true, dis¬ 

banded most of its mass army, but in all other respects de¬ 

mobilization was so curtailed that the war and postwar 

periods, in terms of military policy and practice, became 

practically indistinguishable. The growing importance of 

the military, unprecedented in peacetime, was evidence of a 

new and dangerous national psychology. According to Han¬ 

son Baldwin, military analyst for the New York Times and 

author of “The Military Move In”: 

There is no doubt that since the war the military influence in 

American government has been increasing, no doubt but that the 

trend toward greater centralization of federal power has been in- 



NATIONAL SECURITY AND THE GARRISON STATE 323 

creasing, no doubt but that our nationalism is, if not rampant, at 

least feverish. Our unilateral Pacific-islands policy, the lone-hand 

MacArthur administration in Japan, our occasional by-passing 

of the United Nations, the increasing “crisis psychology” of the 

nation and the prevalence of war talk — above all, the growing 

American tendency to find solutions for complex problems in 

physical strength or military force — are perhaps natural conse¬ 

quences of our psychological attitudes.18 

Even before relations with Russia descended to the point 

of an avowed cold war, the armed forces began to exert their 

influence upon American foreign policy. Somewhat para¬ 

doxically, this influence became greater in peace than it had 

been in war, when President Roosevelt and his civilian advis¬ 

ers had exercised a large measure of control over military 

strategy as well as over general foreign and domestic policy. 

In contrast to his predecessor, President Truman seemed pe¬ 

culiarly susceptible to military influence and advice. “No 

President since Grant,” as Sumner Welles later wrote with 

some malice, “has had such childlike faith in the omniscience 

of the high brass as the present occupant of the White 

House.” 19 “The truth is,” Oswald Garrison Villard wrote to 

Charles Beard, “we have a highly militaristic, lower middle 

class, back-slapping American legionnaire in the White 

House who has given free rein to the militarists, and we are 

being made over under our own eyes into a tremendous mili¬ 

tary imperialistic Power — exactly what we went to war 

with Germany to prevent their becoming!” 20 

The establishment of the National Security Council, 

which President Truman recommended to Congress in June 

1946 as part of a measure for unification of the army and 

navy, gave to the Secretary of Defense not only vast military 

powers but also virtual coordinate authority with the Presi¬ 

dent and the Secretary of State in the formulation of foreign 
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policy. Moreover, the whole theory of containment and of 

peace through force naturally strengthened the voice of the 

military in American postwar diplomacy. This trend was 

made explicit in 1947 with the unprecedented appointment 

of a professional soldier, General George C. Marshall, as 

secretary of state. Even when the top authority remained in 

the hands of a civilian, the experts who determined policy 

and procedure were lively to be military men. Although 

they were often thrust unwillingly into jobs for which civil¬ 

ians were not available, there was nevertheless the grave 

danger that military men, by reason of their training and 

background, would tend to regard every problem within the 

framework of war and every individual as subject to the 

regimentation of military discipline. 

A basic factor helping to enhance military influence was 

the sheer size of the armed forces, paralleling an ever- 

expanding civilian bureaucracy. The large postwar military 

establishment, never under a million men, and by the 1950’s 

at three times that number, with half as many civilian em¬ 

ployees, naturally kept in positions of authority a large num¬ 

ber of high-ranking officers. At the same time the presence of 

United States occupation forces in Germany and Japan gave 

the army important political and economic, as well as diplo¬ 

matic, duties. In all branches of the government, an increas¬ 

ing range of civilian jobs were taken over by military per¬ 

sonnel. Despite a traditional dislike of the military as an 

institution, Americans showed singularly little fear of en¬ 

trusting important positions, including even the presidency, 

to high-ranking officers. Generals Marshall, MacArthur, and 

Eisenhower were all talked of as possible nominees for the 

nation’s highest office. Other ranking military men became 

top executives in corporations having important defense 

contracts. And after the Korean War, Congress passed a spe¬ 

cial law to permit General Marshall to become secretary of 
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defense, making an exception to the rule that a civilian secre¬ 

tary should be over the armed services. 

Much of the military’s influence, of course, went beyond 

that of personnel and was a product of the large proportion 

of the Federal budget that was devoted to preparedness. The 

argument of political scientists that a society may be judged 

by an analysis of the proportion of expenditures that are de¬ 

voted to peace or war left little room for liberal optimism. 

Throughout the postwar years, the direct sums appropriated 

for the armed services were never less than one-third the en¬ 

tire Federal budget. If the agencies related to the military, 

such as the Atomic Energy Commission, the Veterans Ad¬ 

ministration, and the Foreign Aid Program, were included, 

the amount of the budget embracing noncivilian expendi¬ 

tures approached two-thirds of the entire total. And if inter¬ 

est on the war debt was added, practically the entire Federal 

budget could be said to relate directly to wars, past, present, 

or future. Although these proportions did not vary greatly, 

the outbreak of the Korean War drastically increased all Fed¬ 

eral expenditures and heightened the military’s influence 

over the national economy. 

Protest against the increasing postwar militarization of \y 

American life, though it was widely attacked as without 

precedent and as a threat to freedom, was blunted by the 

menacing international situation. It was not difficult for 

Congress and the country, faced with the cold war and then 

the struggle in Korea, to be convinced that the high level of 

military spending must be kept up. Also, few Americans 

probably realized the extent to which military influence and 

control had penetrated what would normally have been re¬ 

garded as exclusively civilian responsibilities and institu¬ 

tions. Underlying the specific instances of the extension of 

military power into civilian fields, and an even greater threat 

to civil supremacy, was the growing ability of the military to 
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influence both public and Congressional opinion. Flourish¬ 

ing in the atmosphere of perpetual crises and war hysteria 

pervading Washington, the military expert with his argu¬ 

ment of military necessity usually took first rank at Congres¬ 

sional hearings. Utilizing their new-found prestige, the 

armed services also conducted effective lobbying campaigns 

and spent large sums on public relations.21 

Much of the military’s propaganda had as its object the 

enactment of some system for the compulsory peacetime 

training of all American youths. Such a measure, whether in 

the form of military training or of a universal service law, 

was calculated to give the army virtual control of American 

manpower. President Truman, an enthusiastic advocate of 

conscription, cooperated with the drive for a permanent law 

by appointing in December 1946 a Presidential Advisory 

Commission on Universal Training. Sometimes mistakenly 

considered by the public as an impartial scientific committee 

to study the merits of UMT, the Commission was rather a 

body whose members were already wholly convinced of the 

desirability of such training. In his informal introductory 

remarks to the newly formed Commission, President Tru¬ 

man stressed the importance of UMT as a disciplinary and 

educational measure, valuable for instilling a spirit of pa¬ 

triotism in American youth. “I don’t like to think of it as a 

universal military training program,” the President de¬ 

clared. “I want it to be a universal training program.” 22 

In broadening the scope of the training to include non¬ 

military as well as military service, the President argued that 

in modern total war security no longer depended solely on 

the armed forces. But the idea of universal service to the 

state, which the President urged his Advisory Commission 

to recommend, was also a totalitarian concept that had been 

much used by fascist and communist regimes. The Advisory 

Commission in its report denied this charge of totalitarian- 
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ism and contended that universal training was no more 

un-American, militaristic, or compulsory than public edu¬ 

cation. But the Commission’s emphasis upon the responsi¬ 

bility of the individual to the state, though fully in accord 

with European practice, represented a relatively new idea 

in the United States. It reflected a philosophy, popular even 

in some liberal circles, which had come to regard any service, 

so long as it was to the state, as a democratic privilege. 

“Greater self-love has no government than this,” commented 

a young war veteran in his bitter article “Conscription ad 

Infinitum.” Whatever the mutual obligations of the citizen 

and his government, the American liberal tradition had al¬ 

ways been one in which the state was considered the servant 

and not the master of the people. This tradition was contra¬ 

dicted, however, by the report of the Presidential Advisory 

Commission on Universal Training.23 

A prominent feature of the militarization of the United 

States, paralleling the growth of the garrison state, was the 

rise of what has been termed a permanent war economy. In 

the half-peace that characterized the cold war, the American 

economic system was neither the welfare state, as envisaged 

by New Dealers, nor the free enterprise system, espoused in 

theory at least by big business. Although all predictions in 

regard to the probable nature of the American postwar econ¬ 

omy appeared to have gone astray when an expected and 

much-feared depression failed to materialize, the elaborate 

schemes of public works designed to alleviate such a catas¬ 

trophe found a ready substitute in the rearmament program. 

Military expenditures became the answer to economists who 

had so widely predicted a postwar depression. Businessmen, 

though they decried “creeping socialism,” nevertheless wel¬ 

comed defense contracts. And to all the important economic 

interest groups in the country, a paternalistic preparedness 

economy seemed preferable to the uncertainties of an exclu- 
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sively civilian peacetime market. Charges that the prepared¬ 

ness program unduly favored big business were shrugged off 

in the midst of the prosperity generated by government 

spending. Thus there was little diminution of the wartime 

tempo of concentration in American industry, with its at¬ 

tendant decline of small business.24 

According to a summary report of the Federal Trade 

Commission, it required no great imagination to foresee the 

possibility of giant corporations taking over the economy of 

the country or of their being subjected to direct government 

regulation to avert such an outcome. “In either event,” it 

concluded, “collectivism will have triumphed over free en¬ 

terprise, and the theory of competition will have been rele¬ 

gated to the limbo of well-intentioned but ineffective 

ideals.” 25 Meanwhile, some government agencies, created 

originally to preserve competition, actually encouraged 

monopolies by the protection that they extended to estab¬ 

lished business and property interests. In all the postwar 

emphasis on security and bigness, in an economic as well as 

in a military sense, there was little enthusiasm for the 

tougher philosophy of the antitrust laws, which, as Thur¬ 

man Arnold pointed out, were “designed to give security to 

nobody. They recognize that competition means someone 

may go bankrupt. They do not contemplate the game in 

which everyone who plays can win.” 26 

The significance, and also the confusion, attendant on the 

marriage of big business and big government in a war econ¬ 

omy was illustrated by the case of a large company which was 

asked by the government to take over some of the details of 

producing atomic bombs on an industrial basis at the same 

time that it was being subjected to a Federal antitrust action. 

As David Lilienthal observed in his book Big Business, the 

very bigness that was to be prosecuted by the government 
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was desired by the government in connection with helping 

to turn out atomic bombs. Lilienthal, formerly chairman of 

TVA and later first head of the Atomic Energy Commission, 

was typical of the new liberals who had come to feel that big¬ 

ness on the part of business, labor unions, and government 

was inevitable. Big business, he maintained, was responsible 

for many of the positive gains of American civilization and it 

was now more than ever necessary for national security.27 

The most dramatic example of the subordination of tradi¬ 

tional capitalistic free enterprise to the interests of the state, 

and at the same time an important illustration of the way in 

which science, technology, and industry were related to mod¬ 

ern war, occurred in the field of atomic energy. In passing 

the legislation that established the Atomic Energy Commis¬ 

sion, Congress provided for a complete government monop¬ 

oly of nuclear power. Although tentative plans were made 

for eventual dissemination of the knowledge of atomic en¬ 

ergy to other countries and to private users, present consid¬ 

erations of national security dictated that the military retain 

a large measure of control over all developments in the field 

of nuclear fission. Thus the Commission guarded carefully 

its work, and the only tangible result of the greatest dis¬ 

covery of modern science was the constant production of 

hitherto unimagined and almost inconceivable weapons of 

destruction. Commenting editorially on the Commission s 

twelfth annual report, the Washington Post observed: 

All of this is doubtless necessary. Things being as they are, the 

AEC must spend its four billion dollars largely on weapons of 

destruction. And it must shroud all that it does in such secrecy 

as to make judgment of its wisdom and efficiency altogether im¬ 

possible. But if it is necessary, it is also immensely dangerous to 

the maintenance of government by the consent of the governed. 

We shall do well to beware of this Leviathan. 
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The whole idea of a permanent war economy, exemplified 

in the way in which atomic energy was being developed, had 

frightening implications for a liberal democratic society. As 

the government entered more and more into the realm of 

private business and industry, often with the enthusiastic 

encouragement of business interests themselves, it was in¬ 

volved also in practices incompatible with free and respon¬ 

sible self-government. Government became a partner and 

accomplice in some of the illegal, unethical, and monopo¬ 

listic techniques of big business. Morality in American 

politics was subject to a new kind of institutionalized graft 

dependent on securing government contracts. Although 

individual standards of government employees were often 

high, the maze of government-business relations encouraged 

the rise of a new profession of high-powered lobbyists bent 

on securing a division of government spoils for their clients. 

Shutting the door on fraudulent dealing by Wall Street, the 

government opened the Treasury portals to another genera¬ 

tion of financial buccaneers. In the words of Blair Bolles, the 

New Dealers’ welfare state had become “the rich man’s wel¬ 

fare state, aiding those who don’t need help or don’t deserve 

it — at public expense.” A concept of government that had 

a measure of justification in the depression became less than 

liberal in a period of postwar inflationary prosperity. “The 

agencies created to end privilege have become bulwarks of 

privilege,” Bolles concluded.29 

Because so many individuals and practically all the major 

economic interest groups in the country were enjoying pros¬ 

perity, criticism of the illiberal nature of the government’s 

war economy could make little headway. In the United 

States, as production soared to new high levels, it became 

possible to have guns and butter — or at least oleomargarine 

— and the traditional liberal objection to war spending 

seemed to have less force. Nevertheless, according to some 
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of the government’s own economists, the average citizen’s 

standard of living would have been improved with less gov¬ 

ernment spending. Although the disparity in incomes be¬ 

tween the higher and lower levels had undergone an amaz¬ 

ing revolution since the early thirties, there was evidence 

that, despite the incidence of taxes, a new wealthy class and 

a corresponding disparity of income were developing again 

in the period of postwar inflation. Also in the world at large, 

though the effect of the international arms race was not as 

much as expected, the consumption of food according to 

United Nations figures had not yet climbed back to prewar 

levels.30 President Truman, in his valedictory message to the 

nation, was inclined to credit the domestic policies of his 

administration for the remarkable postwar prosperity of the 

United States. “Realism would acknowledge, however,” 

Marquis Childs pointed out, “that the present prosperity 

owes a great deal to war, the rehabilitation of war-stricken 

nations, and the spending of huge sums for defense since the 

end of World War II.” 31 

However, even if a war economy could be maintained 

without serious impairment of the American standard of 

living, it created other problems of no less importance in a 

liberal democratic society. Likely to be a characteristic fea¬ 

ture of the economics of war mobilization was a callous dis¬ 

regard of the individual and the consumer, except as their 

interests served those of the state. Thus, in pressing its pre¬ 

paredness program, the Truman administration fell into the 

inconsistency of urging discipline and savings upon the citi¬ 

zen, while at the same time the government’s own spending 

policies encouraged the very inflation it was supposedly try¬ 

ing to avert. Moreover, the official disposition to denounce 

the enjoyment of material pleasures on the part of the people 

was evidence of a dangerous authoritarian tendency to as¬ 

sume that renunciation and self-sacrifice were somehow good 
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in themselves. Such policies recalled the old fascist plea that 

constantly intoned the citizen’s duty to the nation. Thus in 

the modern totalitarian state, anxious to secure soldiers, 

even an individual’s health became a matter of public con¬ 

cern. “You owe it to the government to keep well, so that 

you can do your duty in the work army or in the armed 

forces,” was the bitter comment of a believer in laissez faire.32 

The decline of liberalism in the domestic economy, which 

was one result of the postwar preparedness program, was 

paralleled by similar developments in the field of interna¬ 

tional trade and commerce. As considerations of national 

security and military strength continued to dominate the 

thinking of the United States and the other major powers, 

international trade degenerated into a species of economic 

warfare between rival blocs of nations. State economic pol¬ 

icies were governed by issues in the cold war between East 

and West, and there was little opportunity to return to even 

the limited degree of free international trade that had ex¬ 

isted before the depression and World War II. State-con¬ 

trolled foreign trade accordingly became one of the impor¬ 

tant facts of the new economic nationalism under which the 

world was beating a steady retreat from liberalism to the 

mercantilist theories that had characterized Europe up until 

the end of the eighteenth century.33 

In the United States, the Truman Doctrine and the Mar¬ 

shall Plan were promulgated as means of bolstering up the 

economies of the noncommunist nations, and so fortifying 

their powers of military resistance. In some of the less de¬ 

veloped areas of the world, the United States also sought to 

counter the appeal of communism by offering American in¬ 

dustrial products and techniques. Thus the foreign aid pro¬ 

gram of the United States, often mistakenly defended as an 

example of altruistic internationalism, was actually part of 

a new conception of national interest. 
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Nationalism in the guise of internationalism was most 

attractive to the postwar group of business, political, and 

military leaders whom C. Wright Mills dubbed “the sophisti¬ 

cated conservatives.” These conservatives actually were nei¬ 

ther conservative nor liberal in a traditional sense. On labor, 

for example, they departed from old-fashioned reactionary 

techniques in favor of a policy of political manipulation de¬ 

signed to secure labor’s support in the crusade against Soviet 

communism. By interjecting the communist issue into labor 

controversies, labor could be forced to cooperate with the 

conservatives’ views on foreign policy in order to prove its 

innocence of communist connections. 

Meanwhile the foreign aid program, with its stimulus to 

American industry, became “the spinal nerve” of the sophis¬ 

ticated conservatives’ postwar plans for the expansion of 

American export markets. In the words of Fortune maga¬ 

zine, “We are asking the U.S. businessman to think of 

Wendell Willkie’s 0?ie World not in fancy geopolitical 

terms, but merely in market terms.” Admirably suited to the 

conservatives’ purposes were the solid ties forged among in¬ 

dustry, armed forces, and State Department — ties that were 

constantly being strengthened under the duress of the cold 

war and the policy of a permanent war economy. Aided by 

the widespread propaganda in behalf of a bipartisan foreign 

policy, these new-type conservatives were able to assume a 

dominant position in both major political parties. If the 

sophisticated conservatives have their way, Mills predicted 

in 1948, “the next New Deal will be a war economy rather 

than a welfare economy, although the conservative’s liberal 

rhetoric might put the first in the guise of the second. 

The danger to the individual and the threat to liberalism 

in the postwar economy therefore came not so much from 

the growth of big government or big business as in the merg¬ 

ing of the two under the concept of a permanent war econ- 
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omy or garrison state. The argument that there was a coun¬ 

tervailing power between different types of big business, and 

between big business and big labor or big government, was 

plausible except when the interests of all such groups were 

joined in the drive for military preparedness and national 

security. As Senator Paul H. Douglas pointed out in a popu¬ 

lar article on the causes and cure of big government, if it 

were not for war the government colossus could be trimmed 

to almost pygmy stature. “All in all, nearly nine-tenths of the 

financial outlays of the government and six-sevenths of its 

personnel are caused by the institution of war. It is, there¬ 

fore, the warfare world and not the welfare state which is 

primarily responsible for the growth of big government.” 35 

It was also this problem that caused Senator Douglas’s col¬ 

league, Robert A. Taft, to sound a warning that “we could 

destroy our liberty by a military and foreign expenditure in 

time of peace so great that a free economic system cannot 

survive.” Contending that the very liberty the United States 

sought to protect might be lost by a philosophy of perpetual 

war, he added that it could also be destroyed “by expendi¬ 

tures so great as to turn this country into a garrison state in 

time of peace.” 36 

Despite the apparent economic gains derived from the in¬ 

flated prosperity of the cold war economy, the costs of re¬ 

armament and the growing militarization of life and thought 

exacted a heavy tribute from the American people. “No na¬ 

tion is more force-minded today than our own,” declared 

Supreme Court Justice Robert H. Jackson in a public ad¬ 

dress in i 953. “The people are burdened and unhappy under 

it, but they do not know how to withdraw because the stakes 

seem so high that the dreadful game must be played on to 

fortune or ruin.” 37 

In the curious blend of welfare state and war economy, 

following the close of World War II, liberals could see only a 
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further threat to traditional economic and human values, 

with the accompanying destruction of individual freedom. 

The continual identification of the purpose and program of 

governments with the possibility of war, and the knowledge 

that such a war would, in all likelihood, be fought with 

atomic weapons, plunging the world into still unplumbed 

depths of barbarism, naturally heightened public anxiety. 

The new sources of power inherent in the utilization of 

atomic energy, instead of freeing man from many of the limi¬ 

tations of his environment, had seemed only to make him 

more subject than ever to the laws of physics and the vagaries 

of politics. In the sense of enhancing individual freedom and 

encouraging a more liberal society, the possibilities of 

atomic energy remained unfulfilled. For the present, dis¬ 

coveries in nuclear physics continued to be most important 

as an adjunct of American military preparedness. Mean¬ 

while, under the impact of the series of recurring crises that 

troubled the postwar years, there was the danger that people 

might become apathetic toward important and fundamental 

political questions. Thus the cold war effected its own dis¬ 

illusionment. Insistence on complete loyalty and conformity 

enhanced this disillusionment and added to the dismay of 

liberals as they contemplated the state of civil liberties and 

the prospects facing the free individual. To the danger of the 

garrison state there was added the new threat of a police 

state, with its grim portent for American liberalism. 



18 

National Loyalty and the Police 

State 

The uncertain future of liberalism in a world embracing 

many of the features of a garrison-police state was driven 

home to the American people by the new cult of national 

loyalty that came into prominence after World War II. On 

the eve of American entrance into that global conflict, a dis¬ 

tinguished American liberal had sounded a warning that 

was even more apposite to the postwar years. “Let us not,” 

he urged, “in our anxiety to protect ourselves from foreign 

tyrants imitate some of their worst acts, and sacrifice in the 

process of national defense the.very liberties which we are 

defending.” 1 

In the United States by mid-century, the tensions gen¬ 

erated by the cold war and the accompanying militarization 

of the American economy were bringing a new series of at¬ 

tacks upon traditional civil liberties. With the outbreak of 

an actual shooting war against the Red armies in Korea, pub¬ 

lic hysteria in the United States over the danger of commu¬ 

nism and the accompanying fear of disloyal or subversive 

activities reached a new high point. The American temper 

seemed dangerously close to the type of fanaticism from 

which totalitarian movements derived their chief strength. 

An official campaign of organized hatred toward an unpopu¬ 

lar minority group could also be interpreted as a sign of loss 

336 
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of faith in American institutions. Meanwhile, on all sides 

there was evidence, as Supreme Court Justice Robert H. 

Jackson pointed out, that “Of late years the Government is 

using its power as never before to pry into . . . lives and 

thoughts upon the slightest suspicion of less than complete 

trustworthiness. It demands not only probity, but unques¬ 

tioning ideological loyalty.” 2 

Underlying the whole structure of postwar American con¬ 

cern with security and loyalty was the fact of atomic energy. 

After the explosion of the first atomic bombs over Japan, 

the awestruck popular expectation of a new world era gave 

way to widespread horror over the destructive nature of the 

new weapon, and an even more pressing fear lest an atomic 

war be unleashed against mankind. In the rapid deteriora¬ 

tion of the wartime spirit of Interallied cooperation, this 

latter concern was directed mainly against the possibility of 

war between Russia and the United States. For its part 

Russia feared further American use of the bomb, while the 

United States sought to keep Russia from gaining an under¬ 

standing of the technique of its production. 

The decision of the Truman administration to keep 

atomic energy as a “sacred trust” had fateful international 

and domestic implications. Signifying distrust of Russia, it 

also quite naturally intensified Soviet fears of American 

power. The decision likewise largely ignored the counter¬ 

recommendation of Secretary of War Stimson, that the 

United States enter at once into direct negotiation with Rus¬ 

sia for the purpose of working out some method for the 

international control of atomic energy. Stimson, who had 

played an important role in encouraging the research that 

had led to the bomb and who had also advocated its use 

against Japan, was, without regretting those decisions, never¬ 

theless most anxious that the United States try every possible 

means to reach an agreement with Russia in the whole area 
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of nuclear energy.3 Stimson knew that reputable scientists 

discounted the possibility that America’s exclusive knowl¬ 

edge of the bomb could long be kept secret. However, even 

temporary sole possession of the bomb greatly increased 

American fears of espionage. The exposure of a Russian spy 

ring operating in Canada, followed by revelations of similar 

espionage activity in the United States, naturally reinforced 

the public’s anxiety. 

While spying, or intelligence and counterintelligence 

work, was an obvious corollary of the pursuit of power poli¬ 

tics, American concern over atomic secrets plus the presence 

of an active communist group in the United States intensi¬ 

fied the problem. Not all American Communists were po¬ 

tential espionage agents of the Soviet, but their essential 

loyalty to the United States was certainly open to question, 

and it was in no sense desirable that they should work in 

sensitive or important positions in the government. The 

dilemma facing the American people, and a matter of vital 

concern to liberals, was how to handle the communist prob¬ 

lem without destroying fundamental American liberties. 

The general solution that was worked out — involving the 

Federal loyalty program, the prosecution of Communist 

party leaders, and the McCarran Internal Security Act vir¬ 

tually outlawing the party — was, however, neither liberal 

nor legally defensible from the standpoint of traditional 

American values and constitutional law. 

The actual number of Communists in the United States 

after World War II was small. According to testimony 

offered in 1950 by J. Edgar Hoover, director of the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation, the numerical strength of the party 

was somewhat over fifty thousand persons, while the circu¬ 

lation of the Daily Worker was only half this figure. Al¬ 

though Hoover contended that “for every party member 

there are ten others . . . ready, willing, and able to do the 
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party’s work,” thus making up ‘‘a potential fifth column of 

540,000 people,” this seemed an exaggeration. Hoover evi¬ 

dently accepted as doing the party’s work anyone whose 

interest may have happened to coincide with some cause 

also advocated by the Communists, such as the abolition of 

the poll tax in the South, for example. Also, he confused ex- 

Communists and Communists at a time when the party was 

suffering heavy losses in membership and influence. More¬ 

over, the possibility that the communist movement could 

attract any number of Americans to its ranks through the 

mere advocacy of its doctrines was practically nonexistent. 

Radical doctrines had never been successful in winning con¬ 

verts in the United States, and it seemed apparent that com¬ 

munism represented no threat to the American way of life 

that could not be met in the free market place of ideas. Thus 

in appraising the real strength of the Communist party and 

its fellow travelers or hidden supporters it was essential, as 

Alan Barth has pointed out, ‘‘to distinguish between their 

aims and potentialities. Their capacity for evil is not neces¬ 

sarily commensurate with their evil design. It is a funda¬ 

mental misapprehension to suppose that they are powerful 

simply because they are abhorrent.” 4 

In contrast to their lack of importance on the basis of 

numbers or influence, there were undoubtedly among 

American Communists some who stood ready to work in 

conjunction with Soviet agents to do damage to the United 

States. But this damage would be of a criminal sort that 

could be detected by the American police and intelligence 

systems and prosecuted under the laws forbidding such con¬ 

duct. In any case, it could hardly be seriously maintained 

that communist activities were a revolutionary threat to 

American institutions and government. The evident Ameri¬ 

can intention to go beyond a rational approach to the com¬ 

munist problem indicated a desire not only to punish crimi- 
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nal and seditious acts on the part of Communists but also 

to suppress all communist or radical speech and thought. 

This determination, shared even by some liberals, rested 

on the assumption that communism was a conspiracy and 

an ideological threat that could not be governed by tradi¬ 

tional American conceptions of due process and clear and 

present danger. Militant liberals of the New Deal and 

World War II period, who had revised these historic con¬ 

cepts and had also added the doctrine of guilt by association 

as a means of combating American Nazis and of finding some 

advance point for security, now saw the same technique in¬ 

voked against left-wing and communist elements. Underlin¬ 

ing this dramatic shift, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., con¬ 

cluded: 

The immediate result, of course, has been to transfer attention 

from acts to thoughts. Unpopular ideas and organizations become 

the quarry. People who hounded the intellectual fellow trav¬ 

ellers of fascism must not be surprised to find other people in¬ 

voking the same principles in order to hound the intellectual 

fellow travellers of Communism.5 

The question of communism as a conspiracy came before 

the Federal court in New York in 1949 in the trial of eleven 

leading American Communists on charges of violating the 

Smith Act by organizing to teach or advocate the overthrow 

of the government of the United States by force and vio¬ 

lence. Their conviction on grounds of what might be called 

intellectual conspiracy, without any overt revolutionary act 

on their part, seemed to many American liberals to reverse 

the standard for free speech offered by Justice Holmes after 

World War I — “whether the words used are used in such 

circumstances and are of such a nature as to create a clear 

and present danger that they will bring about the substan¬ 

tive evils that Congress has a right to prevent.” 6 Although 
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the Supreme Court in 1951 upheld the Communists’ con¬ 

viction, Justices Black and Douglas in their dissenting opin¬ 

ions reaffirmed Holmes’s argument for free speech and de¬ 

nied that there was any evidence of the defendants’ urging 

a specific overt act of terror or violence. Uneasy over a 

conviction that hinted at thought control, some liberals 

also pointed to the additional practical difficulty that now 

the Communists would be driven underground and would 

thus be less subject to either prosecution or persuasion. On 

the other hand, many liberals accepted the contention that 

communism was a conspiracy of such magnitude that, even 

without overt action on its part, it represented the clear and 

present danger referred to by Justice Holmes.7 

The definition of sedition in terms of a person’s words 

instead of his deeds still did not go far enough to satisfy 

those who demanded complete national unity and unswerv¬ 

ing loyalty, in thought as well as in speech and action, on 

the part of all Americans. This illiberal pressure for one 

hundred per cent conformity gained extraordinary success 

in the postwar era through the use of what has been called 

“the simple stratagem of charging a man with disloyalty, 

instead of with treason or espionage or sabotage.” This 

device evaded all the constitutional safeguards and require¬ 

ments surrounding a charge of treason and confronted an 

individual with accusations often difficult to disprove if 

only because of their vague and secret nature.8 

Since it was not easy to read a man’s mind or to probe 

the depths of his innermost thoughts, the enforcement of so 

unprecise a value as loyalty came to depend largely on the 

use of the doctrine of guilt or innocence by association. The 

organizations a man belonged to, his friends, what he read, 

or how he spent his leisure time, all became indices of his 

loyalty or disloyalty. For this there was, of course, a certain 

logic that was at once both primitive and highly sophisti- 
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cated. Obviously almost everyone was likely to draw con¬ 

clusions about people on the basis of their associations; and 

relevant associations, not torn from their proper context, 

had always been a stock in trade of historical writing and 

criticism. The danger was not in drawing inferences from 

associations — an often necessary feature of exercising judg¬ 

ment and making decisions — but it was rather the growing 

practice of determining guilt by association that was out of 

harmony with the American tradition that crime must be 

personal and proved before an individual stand condemned. 

In the forthright opinion of Henry Steele Commager, which 

admirably stated a liberal position, the doctrine of guilt by 

association was unsound in logic and law, impractical and 

unhistorical, and wrong morally. The whole concept, Com¬ 

mager asserted, rested on “what may be called the rotten 

apple theory of society — the theory that one wicked man 

corrupts all virtuous men, and that one mistaken idea sub¬ 

verts all sound ideas. . . . Why,” he asked, “is there no 

doctrine of innocence by association? Why is it that our 

present-day witch-hunters pay this frightened tribute to the 

power of communism, that they think its doctrines irresist¬ 

ible?” 9 

With Congress and the country apparently convinced that 

communism was a conspiracy that automatically involved 

its disciples in crime, and with their growing acceptance of 

the doctrine of guilt by association, the only remaining task 

was to formalize the procedures for uncovering persons sus¬ 

pected of disloyalty or subversion. This exercise in thought 

control, which reflected too the growing nationalism and 

centralization of all values, was achieved through such de¬ 

vices as Congressional investigations, loyalty-security pro¬ 

grams, and the official registration or listing of organizations 

deemed subversive. These steps were reinforced by state 
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laws governing criminal syndicalism and excluding Com¬ 

munist party candidates from a place on the ballot.10 The 

argument of some liberals that political purges or tests of 

this type were justified if confined to Communists over¬ 

looked the problem of how Communists could be discovered 

without also probing the views and associations of those 

suspected of being Communists, or fellow travelers, or in¬ 

dividuals who secretly sympathized with the party. It was 

simple logic in looking for “Reds” to direct a passing glance 

at some of the other colors in the left-wing political spec¬ 

trum. Thus even socialists and certain varieties of liberals 

could be, and were, placed under attack. 

What many anticommunist liberals overlooked, in the 

zeal of their often new-found faith, was that a society could 

create a class of political untouchables only at the peril of 

being itself affected by the very virus it sought to isolate. 

The danger in the antiradical and anticommunist crusade 

after World War II did not stem primarily from the ir¬ 

responsible tactics of the various Congressional investigating 

committees or individuals like Senator Joseph McCarthy, 

reprehensible though their methods were. “McCarthyism,” 

after all, was a result or a symptom, not a cause. The danger 

rather lay in the assumption that there was a minority class 

or group of political lepers guilty of so-called wrong think¬ 

ing. The contention, popular with some liberals, that com¬ 

munism was not heresy but conspiracy, even if true, over¬ 

looked the fact that all heresy which went beyond mere aca¬ 

demic protest contained the seeds of possible conspiracy and 

subversion. Expressed in action, by sedition or revolution, 

such heresy or conspiracy could and undoubtedly would be 

met by a vigorous and rightful counteraction. But the cen¬ 

sorship of ideas was different from resistance to rebellion. 

No matter how radical or subversive an idea or ideology, the 
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attempt to eradicate it by force or suppression was purely 

and simply the application of methods of thought control 

traditionally practiced by totalitarian regimes. 

The way in which the campaign against communism 

could be broadened, under the doctrine of guilt by associa¬ 

tion, into a general onslaught against all those whose patri¬ 

otism was questioned was best illustrated by the Federal 

loyalty-security program. Some of the procedures in this 

program were not unlike the normal investigation con¬ 

ducted by the Civil Service Commission of all applicants for 

government jobs. The vital differences, of course, were the 

damage to the reputation of an individual whose loyalty was 

questioned, and the program’s reliance on a whole web of 

circumstantial evidence furnished by secret informers. Presi¬ 

dent Truman supported the FBI’s contention that its func¬ 

tion was investigatory and that it could not reveal its sources 

of information or attempt to usurp judicial and administra¬ 

tive responsibility by evaluating the materials in its files. 

Though the FBI position was justifiable, the dismissal of 

an employee on the basis of the testimony of informers 

whom he could not cross-examine was obviously susceptible 

of injustice. A heavy burden was placed on the Loyalty Re¬ 

view Board charged with evaluating the uneven, and often 

malicious or trivial, materials in a person’s file. And the 

question also arose of how valid or reliable an FBI report 

actually was.11 

There was a growing danger that the use of the FBI to 

investigate loyalty and to uncover evidence of subversive ac¬ 

tivities would result in the creation of the type of Federal 

police force long regarded as the badge of a totalitarian 

state. These functions, which had been taken away from 

the Bureau after its unsavory role in the antiradical cam¬ 

paign of 1919 and 1920, were restored to it in 1939 by order 

of President Roosevelt, who requested the Bureau “to take 
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charge of the investigatory work in matters relating to es¬ 

pionage, sabotage, and violations of the neutrality regula¬ 

tions.” Increasingly therefore the FBI was being changed 

from a normal investigatory and law-enforcement agency 

into an instrument of counterespionage, using the tech¬ 

niques of paid informers, agents provocateurs, and wire¬ 

tapping. These methods, together with the tremendous ex¬ 

pansion in the personnel and budget of the Bureau that 

necessarily accompanied its added tasks, aroused fears on the 

part of many liberals that the United States was coming 

under the sway of a Federal police force.12 

Nevertheless, despite all the problems that the loyalty 

program gave rise to, certainly no fair-minded citizen could 

maintain that the government should give employment to 

individuals disloyal to the United States. Criticism of the 

loyalty program therefore rested chiefly on the question of 

whether government workers received sufficient guarantees 

against improper accusations, and of whether jeopardizing 

the reputations of a large number of individuals was worth 

the tremendous cost, direct and indirect, of exposing a small 

minority of subversive or disloyal persons. By March 1952, 

out of four million individuals whose loyalty was checked, 

only one out of two hundred required a thorough field in¬ 

vestigation and one out of two thousand needed to be re¬ 

moved from government service.13 These removals, it had 

to be remembered, were for alleged disloyalty and presum¬ 

ably not for any misdeeds that could be prosecuted by the 

courts. Indeed, the whole intent of the loyalty program 

was to dismiss those individuals whose activities, though 

suspect, were not such as to subject them to normal legal 

and judicial procedures. 

Many liberals, on the assumption that some sort of gov¬ 

ernmental machinery was necessary to stamp out disloyalty, 

devoted their major efforts to setting up additional ad- 
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ministrative safeguards to help prevent the unjust dismissal 

of government workers innocent of any disloyalty. What 

these liberals failed to perceive, however, was that the more 

numerous the safeguards the greater the potential damage 

to the reputation of anyone finally adjudged disloyal in a 

secret hearing before an administrative tribunal. No pro¬ 

gram, no matter how circumspect, could expect to achieve 

perfection in measuring such intangibles as loyalty and dis¬ 

loyalty. Basically the question to be decided was not factual 

or legal, but motivational, with all the subjectivity which 

that implied. Accordingly, there was reason to believe that 

the whole problem of disloyalty among government em¬ 

ployees would have been far better handled by an extension 

of the practice of allowing supervisors to dismiss, without 

prejudice and without record, those individuals whose con¬ 

duct, or even whose views, they had reason to suspect. This 

right of summary dismissal had already been granted by 

Congress to the Secretary of State and the heads of certain 

other sensitive agencies. Those guilty of wrongdoing as dis¬ 

tinct from alleged wrong thinking would, of course, still be 

subject to indictment and action by the courts. 

Under such procedure, dismissal from the government 

would not have carried the invidious distinction that was 

the unfortunate lot of those whose loyalty had come under 

a cloud. And the loss of Federal employment would not have 

had the effect of virtually placing an individual on a black¬ 

list for any kind of responsible position. Moreover, the need 

for continuity and efficiency in government operations 

would interpose a check on any disposition toward whole¬ 

sale firings. Unfortunately, most liberals, wedded to the 

historic fetish of civil service reform, failed to perceive that 

their preoccupation with job security had led them into the 

most monstrous insecurity of all — the plight of the indi¬ 

vidual denied a position, not through the workings of the 
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business cycle or the whims of an employer but through the 

systematic tyranny of an official administrative body. “Men 

might as well be imprisoned,” John Stuart Mill observed, 

“as excluded from the means of earning their bread.” Dis¬ 

loyalty, to be sure, was not a crime, but the findings in¬ 

delibly recorded on an individual’s civil service personnel 

hie were tantamount to conviction by a court.14 

Liberals, though often suspicious of the loyalty program 

to the point of desiring to see it abolished entirely, were 

reluctant to yield the civil service rights of government 

employees. Thus, in bitter practice, they were reduced to 

chasing the will-o’-the-wisp of reforms in the management 

of the program. If liberalism was to remain viable, however, 

liberals had to face the unpleasant fact that liberty and se¬ 

curity were not always compatible, either for the individual 

or for society. The danger in the modern liberal’s tendency 

to rely for his freedom on the solicitude of his government 

was nowhere better illustrated than in the growing contra¬ 

diction between the concepts of civil rights and civil liber¬ 

ties. It was not entirely a coincidence therefore that govern¬ 

ment’s increasing concern over civil rights was in direct 

proportion to its mounting tendency to violate civil liber¬ 

ties. 

The postwar disposition to substitute new rights for old 

liberties was an important measure of the decline of tradi¬ 

tional liberalism in the United States. Many of the rights 

now boldly asserted, though bearing a relation to historic 

liberalism, could also exist in a totalitarian society com¬ 

pletely lacking in liberal values. Thus equality and free¬ 

dom from want, for example, were also important goals of 

the communist utopia. And laudable though these aims 

were in the context of their American support, it was ques¬ 

tionable how well they were served by certain American 

policies such as the loyalty program, which deprived indi- 
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viduals not only of their equal rights but also frequently of 

the means of a livelihood. 

Whatever its practice, the theory behind Federal protec¬ 

tion of civil rights was based on the belief that positive ag¬ 

gressive legislation was needed to safeguard the liberties of 

the citizen. It was thus in conflict with the older juridical 

concept of liberty, which stressed the preservation of the 

rights of the individual from violation by the government. 

The classic example of the latter type of liberty was that 

embraced in the Bill of Rights, while the former received 

its first important Federal support in the civil rights legis¬ 

lation following the Civil War. A noteworthy feature of this 

and other Federal legislation in respect to civil rights was 

that it was almost always related to some antecedent invasion 

by government of the civil liberties of its citizens. Thus over 

two centuries of legal protection for the enslavement of the 

Negro was the reason why legislation was necessary to ac¬ 

cord the freedman his equal civil rights. What the state had 

done it had to undo. Other prominent fields where protec¬ 

tion of civil rights became a concern of the Federal govern¬ 

ment, such as police brutality, lynching cases, and election 

law violations, also were directly related to a failure on the 

part of some branch of the government to respect the civil 

liberties of the individual.16 

In the ig4o’s the decline in civil liberties, beginning with 

the ordeal of the Japanese Americans and culminating in the 

postwar loyalty crusade, was curiously paralleled by the 

government’s growing interest in the protection of certain 

areas of civil rights. In 1939, a few months before President 

Roosevelt enlisted the aid of the FBI in searching out radical 

activities, Attorney General Frank Murphy established a 

Civil Rights Section within the Criminal Division of the 

Department of Justice. This step was followed two years 

later by President Roosevelt’s executive order creating a 
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Federal Committee on Fair Employment Practice to help 

eliminate “discrimination in the employment of workers 

in defense industries or government because of race, creed, 

color, or national origin.” Negroes, greatly underrepre¬ 

sented in defense industries in the months before Pearl Har¬ 

bor, had threatened a protest march on Washington under 

the leadership of A. Philip Randolph, president of the 

Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. This possibility, to¬ 

gether with growing labor shortages and the desire to 

counter the nazi racist propaganda, forced the administra¬ 
tion’s hand.16 

Aided by the full employment of the war years, by the 

partial breakdown of segregation in the armed forces, and 

by the insertion of antidiscrimination clauses in government 

defense contracts, the wartime FEPC was able in large part 

to reach its goal. But there was strong opposition to any 

Federal legislation for a permanent, compulsory fair em¬ 

ployment practice law. This issue, which divided liberals, 

recalled similar struggles over proposals for a Federal elec¬ 

tion law or an antilynching statute. Although no national 

FEPC law was enacted, a number of states and municipali¬ 

ties led by New York approved legislation that seemed effec¬ 

tive in lessening discriminatory hiring practices in many 

lines of business and industry. In 1947 the whole problem 

of Federal protection of civil rights received additional 

examination with the appointment by President Truman 

of a Committee on Civil Rights. Although optimistic over 

the achievements already made, the President’s committee 

found the record still short of the goal. Accordingly, it 

recommended continued government interest in the prob¬ 

lem, the creation of a new civil rights section in the Depart¬ 

ment of Justice, and the establishment of a permanent na¬ 

tional commission on civil rights.17 
The movement for government enforcement of civil 
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rights won its most striking success in helping to break down 

racial discrimination against the Negro. Gains were made in 

reducing, or even eliminating, patterns of segregation and 

discrimination in such important public matters as educa¬ 

tion, transportation, housing, and employment. Even here, 

however, the government was only redressing an ancient 

wrong, and there was always the danger that unwise legisla¬ 

tion would destroy the progress toward equality that was 

already coming about irrespective of government action. 

Thus the Negroes’ own efforts and achievements, and es¬ 

pecially their economic progress, were important factors in 

helping to destroy old prejudices. But as the Negro was ac¬ 

cepted more and more into the mainstream of American life, 

following the similar process of assimilation that had taken 

place earlier in respect to immigrant groups, he began to 

lose his significance as a standing test of American liberalism. 

Moreover, in the garrison state, requiring the productive 

energies of the whole population, the government could 

not afford to lose the labor skills of any minority group be¬ 

cause of racial discrimination. Although much remained to 

be accomplished, it was beginning to be true, at least out¬ 

side the South, that the advocacy of equality for the Negro 

had become a respectable and, consequently, no longer a 

radical liberal cause. 

In striking contrast with the government’s efforts to 

abate discrimination against the Negro were its actions to 

increase discriminatory treatment of aliens and immigrants. 

The McCarran-Walter Act of 1952 re-enacted previous 

legislation barring the entry into the United States of any¬ 

one likely to engage in so-called subversive activities. Under 

the new tightened procedures, visitors’ permits were denied 

to an increasing number of distinguished foreign liberals 

who represented no conceivable threat to American institu¬ 

tions. At the same time the United States continued the 
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policy of deporting allegedly subversive aliens. Also in the 

case of immigrants, although an outright racial discrimina¬ 

tion in fixing quotas was largely abandoned, discrimina¬ 

tion on the basis of nationality and religion remained.18 

One of the important problems that arose from the at¬ 

tempt to enforce equality by statute in civil rights legisla¬ 

tion was the danger of what might be termed the intolerance 

of intolerance, or the persecution of people because of their 

prejudices. When those prejudices were reflected in law or 

in active discrimination in public matters, then the civil 

rights of other individuals were violated and in need of pro¬ 

tection. Otherwise, there was merit in the plea that people 

be allowed to think what they pleased. On this basis a num¬ 

ber of liberals including Oswald Garrison Villard, one of 

the founders of the National Association for the Advance¬ 

ment of Colored People, objected to the New York state 

antidiscrimination law, which interfered, they felt, with 

a private employer’s right to his own prejudices in the 

subjective matter of hiring his employees. Also, the passing 

of laws could not eradicate many of the racial and religious 

prejudices that continued to exist beneath a surface liberal¬ 

ism. In point of fact, individuals who boasted most loudly 

of their lack of prejudice were often the least tolerant in 

practice. Thus, where the matter was outside the province 

of the government or the general public interest, some liber¬ 

als preferred to deal with discrimination and intolerance 

without official intervention.19 

A further paradox that developed out of the increasing 

official and popular emphasis on tolerance was the attention 

that it directed to differences of race and religion, matters 

that formerly had been taken largely for granted and re¬ 

garded as the individual’s private business. Even in America, 

the nazi crimes against the Jews, however much they were 

denounced, had the effect of heightening race consciousness. 
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Partly as a defense mechanism, Catholics, Jews, and Negroes 

in the United States developed their own particular kinds 

of nationalism or exclusiveness and sometimes used their 

influence to thwart majority opinion. From fear of offending 

powerful minority groups, politicians and businessmen 

catered to their particular interest or demands. This same 

tendency was apparent in many of the agencies of public in¬ 

formation, where the press, radio, and movies went along 

with minority group pressures in censoring material deemed 

offensive. The sheer size and variety of the audience on 

which the different mass media depended often meant that, 

in the anxiety to offend no group, all controversial issues 

were automatically barred. Thus tolerance could run the 

danger of stultification by conforming to the vague mass 

prejudices drawn from the selfish interests of different pow¬ 

erful minority groups.20 

Allied with the modern fear of popular debasement 

through the tyranny of mass media in the hands of central¬ 

ized societies and governments went the apprehension of 

neo-Malthusians lest the world’s growing population outrun 

its sources of food and raw materials. Also, in the disparity of 

population growth between nations and areas and in the dif¬ 

ferential birth rate within class and racial groups, eugeni- 

cists saw a possible danger that superior individuals might 

not perpetuate themselves. But at the same time that some 

regarded the general level of intelligence of the population 

as declining, even in the United States, others raised the 

question of how the ever-increasing stream of college gradu¬ 

ates were to find jobs commensurate with their training and 

background.21 

All these anxieties, and sometimes conflicting possibili¬ 

ties, reinforced intolerance and pessimism, and at the same 

time opened up new avenues and approaches for govern¬ 

ment’s somewhat contradictory efforts to preserve human 
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rights and welfare. Meanwhile, those who argued strongly 

that the sword of government protection was a needed in¬ 

strument for the preservation of civil rights, which liberals 

should not hesitate to use, often overlooked the fact that this 

sword could cut two ways. What government could grant it 

could also take away, and the opposition of civil rights 

and civil liberties was not the paradox that it at first seemed. 

By mid-century therefore Americans were finding to their 

dismay that the Federal government’s protection of civil 

rights was not proof against its invasion of civil liberties. 

While the requirements of the cold war, with its militari¬ 

zation of large areas of American life and thought, explained 

much of the expanded scope of the government’s invasive 

activity, Americans were also being persuaded to accept as 

never before government intervention in matters that were 

not a part of its official concern. This was particularly true 

in the field of education, where, despite a long tradition of 

public support in the United States, there had not been 

any direct control exercised by the Federal government. 

But in the battle for men’s minds, which was one of the 

more important features of modern integral nationalism, 

the educational system was a natural object of increasing 

official attention and interference. 

Even before the rise of the ideological conflict between 

democracy and communism, close ties were developing in 

the United States between educational institutions and the 

Federal government. The first important steps were taken 

during World War II, when government aid in a variety of 

forms kept many private institutions alive, especially those 

in the field of higher education. After the war the GI Bill 

of Rights, Federal scholarships, and large government ap¬ 

propriations for research in the scientific field perpetuated 

the bond between the campus and Washington. At the same 

time, the growing postwar pressure for expanded opportuni- 
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ties in education, encouraged by both educators and govern¬ 

ment officials, looked to the day when schooling, right on 

through the college and the university, would become a 

matter of public concern and support. The main obstacle 

to such expansion, the lack of funds from private or local 

sources, strengthened the demand for a program of direct 

Federal subsidies to general education. In the past all such 

legislation had been defeated, and in 1949 the most im¬ 

portant of the postwar measures, the Barden bill, was re¬ 

jected. The defeat of this bill, however, was occasioned more 

by racial and religious issues than by liberal fears over the 

intrusion of the Federal government into public education. 

The church and state question as it related to education 

was extremely complex. The long-standing American op¬ 

position to any tendency to break down the barriers between 

church and state carried over into the fight to prevent public 

funds from being used in any way by church schools, or for 

purposes of religious education in the public schools.'While 

most liberals were in general agreement with this position, 

they were perhaps too little aware of some of the illiberal 

forces on both sides of the struggle in regard to church and 

state problems in education. Thus liberals could hardly 

agree with the demand that everyone be forced to attend 

the public elementary schools, nor with the way in which 

many Protestant groups voiced their own demands for re¬ 

ligious education as a substitute for the Catholics’ parochial 

schools. At the same time, the Catholic opposition to Federal 

aid to education came to be limited to the objection that 

the proposals with any chance of success in Congress failed 

to include the parochial schools or otherwise aid the Catho¬ 

lic pupils.22 

Much of the conflict over religious education reflected 

more than anything else the rise of a new orthodoxy in both 

religious thinking and educational philosophy. In the South 
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all these influences were at work, and in addition the domi¬ 

nant white leadership feared that Federal aid to education 

would serve as a wedge to break down the pattern of Negro 

segregation in the public schools. Even without direct Fed¬ 

eral aid, however, the amount of Federal support for educa¬ 

tion and research grew tremendously in the later 1940’s. 

In the first full academic year after the war, one-half of the 

total income of American colleges and universities came 

from the Federal government.23 

The most important effect of the close connection be¬ 

tween government and education was the way in which the 

latter became more and more identified with the govern¬ 

ment’s outlook and purpose. In place of education as a 

private or local interest, the school and the college became 

an adjunct of the nation. Especially in the field of higher 

education it became true that the university served the na¬ 

tion rather than pure scholarship. Stated baldly in terms of 

teaching state propaganda, such a concept was repulsive to 

most Americans and recalled unpleasantly the surrender of 

German intellectuals to the nazi regime. But as a past presi¬ 

dent of the American Association of University Professors 

pointed out: 

Stated subtly — that higher education should exalt the Ameri¬ 

can way of life and should mention communism with a lack of 

enthusiasm — the idea is more ingratiating, at least to the com¬ 

monalty and to some college presidents, if not to the scholar 

whose search for truth must be unimpeded and free.24 

The affiliation of interest between nation and schools, or 

“the confusion of state with university,” meant, of course, 

that fear of disloyalty or subversion in the school system was 

second only to the fear of its existence in the government. 

Seth W. Richardson, formerly a member of the President’s 
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Loyalty Review Board, in his initial speech after being 

named head of the new Subversive Activities Control Board 

established under the McCarran Act, told an audience at 

the University of Virginia that “the first padlock” in the 

control of disloyalty in speech should “go on the mouths of 

teachers and scientists.” Asked whether his views would not 

tend to “control a person’s thinking,” Richardson replied 

that “the man who fears that his thinking will be curbed by 

a check of loyalty may be thinking things that tend to be 

disloyal to his country.” 25 

On all sides there was a demand that the schools conform 

to the postwar pattern of national loyalty. In the resulting 

effort to expose alleged communist influences and teachers, 

pressures, both official and private, were brought to bear on 

American education that were out of harmony with tradi¬ 

tional concepts of liberalism and academic freedom. Teach¬ 

ers, instead of being liberal intellectuals, alert to new ideas, 

became as a matter of professional survival conservative and 

careful in their thinking, and above all in their associations. 

The stimulus to the minds of the young from contact with 

a daring and unconventional rebel was jettisoned because 

of its possible tendency to “wrong thinking.” Out of such a 

concern with safety could come unfortunately an even more 

dangerous general mental sterility.26 

Interference with freedom of teaching had always existed 

to some extent in American history, but the specific cam¬ 

paign against radicalism in the schools and colleges was par¬ 

ticularly an outgrowth of the period of World Wars I and II. 

In New York State, for example, the spirit of the notorious 

Lusk laws, requiring teacher loyalty oaths and state licens¬ 

ing of educational institutions, revived again in the 1930’s. 

Irving Ives, the same state legislator who later lent his name 

to New York’s antidiscrimination law, rather ironically per¬ 

haps, assumed leadership in securing the passage in 1934 
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of a law requiring a loyalty oath of all teachers as a defense 

against “isms.” This was followed by extensive legislative 

investigations of communist influences in the New York 

City schools and colleges. Finally, in 1949, New York passed 

the Feinberg bill, providing for the dismissal of teachers 

found guilty of advocating the overthrow of the govern¬ 

ment.27 

By 1952 a total of thirty states had enacted some sort of 

loyalty oath for teachers, with the special noncommunist 

oath at the University of California stirring up the most no¬ 

table controversy until it was declared unconstitutional by 

the California Supreme Court. The attack on allegedly com¬ 

munist teachers, usually undertaken with much public ex¬ 

citement by state or Congressional investigating committees, 

had the effect of throttling liberals together with an ex¬ 

tremely small minority of Communists. The ostensible pur¬ 

pose of all such investigations and loyalty oaths was to force 

communist teachers to resign or be exposed to charges of 

perjury. Thus the insistence on teacher loyalty, which in 

practice was often a demand for complete conformity, car¬ 

ried to a climax the various institutionalized pressures that 

had gradually enveloped much of the educational system. 

Seldom had private intervention on the part of special in¬ 

terest groups or the naturally conservative influences of 

many local communities been able to achieve anything like 

the atmosphere that hung over American education by the 

middle of the twentieth century. 

The question of whether the rights of the communist 

teacher were included within the principle of academic free¬ 

dom was a problem that divided teachers as well as laymen. 

In 1949 the National Education Association affirmed that 

Communists should not continue to be employed as teach¬ 

ers, while the American Federation of Teachers felt that 

this should not necessarily be grounds for dismissal. Three 
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years later the Federation had come over to the position of 

the NEA, which was also the stand taken overwhelmingly 

by college and university presidents. Only the American 

Association of University Professors and the American Civil 

Liberties Union adhered to the traditional liberal position 

that the individual’s competence alone should decide the 

question of his employment. Both the NEA and the Ameri¬ 

can Federation of Teachers, however, opposed the Fein- 

berg law in New York State, which was so drawn up that 

teachers who had been members of radical organizations 

could be considered guilty of fomenting revolution and 

thus subject to automatic dismissal.28 It was this reliance on 

guilt by association, and the inevitable spy system it pro¬ 

voked, that Justice William O. Douglas attacked in his 

opinion dissenting from the Supreme Court’s ruling that 

the Feinberg law was constitutional. “What happens under 

this law,” Douglas asserted, “is typical of what happens in a 

police state. Teachers are under constant surveillance; their 

pasts are combed for signs of disloyalty; their utterances are 

watched for clues to dangerous thoughts. A pall is cast over 

the classrooms. There can be no real academic freedom in 

that environment.” 29 

Among the dwindling minority of forthright individuals 

who opposed the automatic removal of communist teachers 

was Senator Robert A. Taft. Although he defended the right 

of Congress to investigate reports of alleged communist in¬ 

filtration in the field of education, Taft drew a distinction 

between the government and a university continuing to 

employ Communists. Himself a fellow of the corporation of 

Yale University, Taft did not agree that Communists should 

be allowed to teach their political beliefs, but he added: “I 

must say as a member of the Board of Trustees of a uni¬ 

versity, I would not favor firing any one for being a Com¬ 

munist unless I was certain that he was teaching communism 
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and having some effect on the development of the thought 

of his students.” 30 

Taft’s liberal philosophy was adhered to by only a minor¬ 

ity of educational institutions, of which Harvard University 

and the University of Chicago were the most illustrious ex¬ 

amples. Liberals could not well question Congressional 

power to conduct investigations even when such investiga¬ 

tions seemed to accomplish little in the way of a constructive 

public purpose. It was not, however, so much the investiga¬ 

tions, damaging though they were to liberalism, as the 

attitude of college administrators toward their findings that 

should have been the prime object of liberal attack. Al¬ 

though it was true, as conservatives delighted in pointing 

out, that financiers and business leaders had been haled be¬ 

fore Congressional investigating committees dominated by 

liberals and progressives, still these individuals, no matter 

how sordid some of their dealings, were not likely to be dis¬ 

missed by their employers or stockholders. Unlike the cor¬ 

porations, which often did their best to hamper Congres¬ 

sional inquiries, the colleges avowed a willingness and, in 

some cases, an eager desire to cooperate. Presumably such 

investigations made it easier for college heads to rid their 

institutions of certain unwanted professors. Even more 

shocking, however, was the proposal of a group of educators 

that the colleges set up their own investigation service to 

deal with teachers suspected of subversive activities.31 Al¬ 

though there was some liberal protest against the witch hunt 

in the schools and colleges, it was more often true, as Arthur 

M. Schlesinger, Jr., pointed out, that teachers too impotent 

to secure a living wage would also be helpless against assaults 

on academic freedom.32 

In practice the problem of the communist teacher seldom 

arose in clear-cut fashion. Most of the individuals under at¬ 

tack had already given up the party, and many of those ex- 



360 THE DECLINE OF AMERICAN LIBERALISM 

posed begged the issue by pleading immunity under the 

Fifth Amendment, which permitted a person to refuse to 

testify against himself in a criminal proceeding. Although 

this was accepted by most institutions and administrators as 

an admission of guilt, it was not necessarily true that the 

suspect individual was a Communist. But controversy over 

the ethics of taking refuge in the Constitution avoided the 

main issue, which was whether a Communist should be 

permitted to teach. 

Ample testimony that admitted Commun'ists had not at¬ 

tempted to foist their doctrines upon their students, and 

the absurdity of supposing that communist teachers were 

the spearhead of a coming revolution, resulted in a retreat 

from this line of attack on their right to teach. Instead, it was 

contended by many liberals, as well as by most college and 

school administrators, that the communist teacher had a 

closed mind and was therefore unsuited to teaching and 

unfit for objective scholarship. Only an increasingly small 

minority of liberals was willing to argue the point of 

whether individuals subject to other disciplines than com¬ 

munism might not have at least partially closed minds on 

certain matters. Also there was the unproved assumption 

that all Communists were completely and at all times con¬ 

trolled by, and loyal to, the party line. Finally, as some lib¬ 

erals pointed out, there remained the practical question of 

how much actual damage or indoctrination even the most 

dedicated and clever Communists could accomplish in view 

of their infinitesimally small numbers, and in the face of 

the overwhelming opposition to communism, and indeed to 

any sort of radicalism, on the part of their students. As one 

professor observed, “what the profession needs is indoctrina¬ 

tion in the technique of indoctrination — life would be 

simpler if teachers were more successful in getting their 

goods across the counter.” 33 
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The question was not whether Communists were desir¬ 

able teachers, which liberals would agree they were not. But 

many liberals, in a minority among their fellow citizens, to 

be sure, felt that academic freedom was placed in greater 

jeopardy by violating the tenure of a communist teacher 

than by allowing him to keep his position. In the long run 

there would be less damage to American ideals of freedom 

and liberty from permitting an occasional Communist to 

air his views than from trying to enforce a rigid intellectual 

conformity upon American higher education. “In a uni¬ 

versity, if nowhere else, Jefferson’s ideal ought to be re¬ 

spected; for the toleration of error is an inescapable condi¬ 

tion of the pursuit of truth.” 34 

As Jeffersonian ideals came increasingly under attack in 

both school and nation, liberals could not fail to protest 

the general assault on the civil liberties of the individual, 

of which hysteria over communism was merely one phase. 

Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas complained 

of “the black silence of fear” descending over the American 

people, while his colleague Justice Robert H. Jackson 

warned that “Traditional freedoms are less in danger of 

any sudden overthrow than of being bartered or traded for 

something else on which the people place a higher current 

value.” The governing body of the Presbyterian Church 

charged that “loyalty to truth” was being sacrificed for prop¬ 

aganda by demagogic assaults upon basic human rights. 

Liberals could well wonder therefore whether the price of 

security on such terms was not too dear.35 

Security, which was the modern dream of individuals and 

nations, could in the long run be self-defeating. Once again 

the temper of America was dangerously like that of the 

antebellum South, where Jefferson’s liberalism had been 

rejected in the vain effort to perpetuate slavery. More¬ 

over, there was especial irony in the way in which a new 
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fixation of beliefs and emphasis on truths deemed universal 

was being used to demonstrate to liberals that many of the 

rights that they had long considered as natural could be 

qualified or even taken away in time of stress. Thus, as the 

United States left the decade of the 1940’s and entered the 

second half of the twentieth century, there was no conceal¬ 

ing the sources or extent of liberal dismay. 

Public excitement oyer the communist issue could not be 

maintained indefinitely, but in the meantime civil liberties 

might be seriously and permanently weakened by being de¬ 

prived of effective popular support. Moreover, the overrid¬ 

ing demands of the militant national state were constantly 

reinforcing the economic and scientific pressures working 

toward a greater centralization, standardization, and col¬ 

lectivism, in which individual and human values were in 

danger of being dwarfed. A war economy, under state capi¬ 

talism or socialism, offered a version of economic and na¬ 

tional security that was being increasingly accepted as a 

way out of the world crisis, but it was not the way toward 

greater individual and social freedom. And it was a solu¬ 

tion that denied all the major values of the American liberal 

tradition. On all sides, therefore, the American people were 

confronted with mounting evidence of the decline of liberal¬ 

ism. An important tendency and feature of over a century of 

American history, this decline had, however, never before 

been so clearly outlined against the future’s darkening 

horizon. 

Whatever the shape of things to come, it was not likely 

that the forces of centralization, of growing complexity, and 

of an increasing concentration of authority would be ar¬ 

rested or subjected to significant modification. Even if dire 

predictions of new Caesars and more wars proved false, 

there were other illiberal pressures derived from modern 

technology, mass psychology, and collectivist economics. 
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Perhaps America and the Western world of which it was a 

part were facing the end of an era — the close of the several 

centuries of expansion and freedom that Walter Prescott 

Webb has called the period of the Great Frontier. Or, again, 

modern civilization might already be in the midst of the 

decline that had overtaken all previous civilizations and 

cultures. Certainly there were disturbing parallels between 

the history of the Graeco-Roman world and the state of 

Western civilization. Especially instructive for the United 

States was the story of the subversion of the ideals of the 

Republic of Rome in the new concepts of the Empire. “The 

perfect democracy of the Roman Empire was in a sense the 

abdication of the ideal before the material; the saddening 

fact is that people were almost universally ready to accept 

this state of affairs and at most only tried to camouflage to 

their own hearts the full nature of their autocracy.” 30 

Without attempting to pierce the heavy haze of the un¬ 

certain future, the historian still has ample basis for be¬ 

lieving that the decline of liberalism has already proved 

one of the important facets of American history. Such de¬ 

cline is also impressive evidence that the severe crisis that 

confronts the world today has its roots in the past. Seen in 

this light, much of United States history takes on a new 

form and character. Calamitous though this may be for 

American liberals, it is nevertheless well to remember that 

authentic tragedy is of heroic proportions and a part of the 

epic of life itself. Only positivists seek absolutes, while the 

true liberal can take heart in the thought that the very idea 

of decline supports the notion that “the world is process not 

system, movement not finality. . . . Those who rode with 

flying wheel along the Flaminian Road could not foresee 

Frederick Barbarossa or Andrew Carnegie.” 37 

Oswald Spengler may have been correct in his assertions 

that “Only dreamers believe that there is a way out. Opti- 
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mism is cowardice. . . . Our eye for history, our faculty of 

writing history, is a revealing sign that our path lies down¬ 

ward.” 88 But decline need not blot out the great achieve¬ 

ments already recorded. So long as honest history is written 

— a by no means certain circumstance in a totalitarian 

world — liberals will at least be able to look back with some 

satisfaction into the distant past, while they do their best 

to challenge the fate held out by an increasingly illiberal 

future. 
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