AMERICAN
LIBERALISM AND
WORLD POLITICS,
1931-1941

LIBERALISM’S PRESS AND SPOKESMEN
ON THE ROAD BACK TO WAR
BETWEEN MUKDEN AND PEARL HARBOR

JAMES J. MARTIN

FOREWORD BY John Chamberlain

VOLUME 1

THE DEVIN-ADAIR COMPANY NEW YORK 1964



Copyright 1964 by The Devin-Adair Company

All rights reserved. Permission to reprint

material from this book must be obtained

in writing from the publishers.

Canadian agent, Abelard-Schuman Canada, Ltd., Toronto.
L. C. No. 62-13471

Printed in US.A.



VOLUME I

American Liberalism and World Politics, 1931-1941



Writing history is a dangerous trade, and anyone who undertakes it must
bring relevant facts into the story, if loyalty to truth is his profession.

Charles A. Beard, “Five Pages From Newton D. Baker,”
New Republic, LXXXVIII (October 7, 1936), p. 248.

War hath no fury like a non-combatant.

Charles E. Montague, Disenchantment (1922).



FOREWORD
by John Chamberlain

THIS animated jumbo of a book, which is alive with the savor and
color of a long departed time when half-forgotten figures like
Oswald Garrison Villard and Raymond Gram Swing were setting our
intellectual attitudes, provides fascinating chart readings on the drift
of liberal opinion from peace to war between 1931 and 1941. The
resulting verdict on liberalism, modern American style, is melancholy
any way you take it. Either the liberals were wrong at the beginning
of the decade of the "Thirties, or they were wrong at the end—which
says little for the quality of their claim to intellectual leadership of
the community. The record is either one of premises falsely checked
or axioms mistakenly abandoned.

Starkly put, the somersaults of the liberals can be listed as follows:

1. They began the decade of the 'Thirties as pacifists. When the
decade ended they were howling for what Stanley High, writing in
The Nation, called ‘“The Liberals’ War.”

2. They began the decade with a full-throttled attack on munitions
makers as “merchants of death.” They ended the decade with a de-
spairing hunt for armaments to “lend-lease” to Great Britain, and
they turned against their own neutrality legislation which had sought
to limit arms traffic with belligerent nations.
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3. They began the decade as convinced supporters of the “revision-
ist” treatment of the origins of World War 1. They denounced the
“Morgan loans,” which they said had led to our entanglement in the
war on the side of the Allies. They attacked the Treaty of Versailles
and the whole “Versailles system” for saddling Germany with impos-
sible reparations and turning Eastern Europe into a satellite preserve
for the greater glory of French “imperialism.”

When the decade ended they had tacitly abandoned “revisionism.”
Walter Millis, author of the widely read revisionist Road To War,
announced to his Yale classmates at a reunion that he had said good-
bye to all that. Lewis Mumford, who in the "Twenties had denounced
the role of the British press bureau in snaring the United States back
in 1916, spent the last days of the "Thirties excoriating those who still
clung to his former beliefs.

In pointing the finger at flip-flopping liberals I should, perhaps,
point a finger at myself. “All of this I saw, and part of this I was.”
Touché, messieurs, touché. 1 still think that “we liberals”—if I may
use a designation that applies to me no longer—were right in our
criticism of the Versailles Treaty. The men of Versailles forgot the
mellow and forgiving wisdom of such post-Napoleonic figures as
Metternich when they met in the Hall of Mirrors to give force to the
promises of the secret treaties which so appalled Woodrow Wilson
when he learned of them.

But other liberal stereotypes of the early "Thirties which I once ac-
cepted hardly accord with the facts of human nature. The doctrinaire
pacifist position may invite destruction at the hands of unprincipled
enemies. And the effort to blame bankers and munition makers for
causing wars can be cart-before-horse thinking. As William Graham
Sumner once said, “If men get mad enough, they will fight. If not,
then the ordinary means of diplomacy will do.” Recourse to bankers
and armament manufacturers is often only an afterthought.

What caused the liberals to make their momentous change-over?
What led them to abandon the traditionally wise foreign policy laid
down by George Washington that the relations between countries
should be based on their attitude towards each other and not on what
is going on within the borders of neighboring states? When George
Washington was our guide we did not feel it necessary, as citizens of
a republic, to make war on monarchies if they did not menace or
threaten us. From the mid-Thirties onward, however, American lib-
erals introduced and developed the doctrine that we must prepare to
be aggressive and militant against any country whose ideology and
related policies do not please us.

The odd and intellectually indefensible defect of the liberals was
that they ignored the acts of the cruel and brutal dictatorial Soviet
regime of Joseph Stalin while they were busy concentrating on what
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Hitler had learned from Moscow. As a refugee from Bolshevik tyranny
put it, “the liberals killed the calf and let the cow go.” The liberals’
understandable hostility to Nazism went hand in hand with regard-
ing Soviet Russia as a “‘wave of the future,” or as the path to a “brave
new world” leading over the corpses of millions of starved or butch-
ered Kulaks and the many and distinguished victims of the orgy of
Russian treason trials in the mid-Thirties. The liberals quite neg-
lected to note that Hitler’s abhorrent anti-Jewish policies were being
carried out on a far greater scale in Poland.

By the summer of 1941 the war fervor of the liberals had so under-
mined their rational faculties that they failed to recognize that the
German attack on Russia in June provided a unique, incredible, and
totally unexpected opportunity to eliminate the threat of dictator-
ship from both the Right and the Left without involving the United
States in war, as statesmen like former President Herbert Hoover
and Senators Robert A. Taft and Harry S. Truman urged at the time.
The rival dictatorships could have been allowed and encouraged to
bleed each other to ruin on the vast plains of the East while the demo-
cratic nations made use of their perhaps undeserved good fortune to
revamp and strengthen their own systems of society and government.

The liberals would have none of this sound and solid statecraft but
did everything possible to push us into a war of unconditional sur-
render and mutual destruction. And the war ended, as Hoover had
feared, in a vast extension of Soviet power, the communization or
demoralization of most of Asia, the disruption of Africa, and the dis-
astrous aftermath of all this which still faces and threatens the Free
World.

The liberal double standard in approaching Germany and Russia
made it easy for the Communists to undermine most of the original
liberal positions. Thus real pro-American progressives of the Robert
La Follette—George Norris western breed, who hoped to isolate the
United States from the troubles of Europe and Asia, found themselves
deserted by their former allies on the American east coast.

John T. Flynn, who had once remarked that “the New Republic
is my soap box, Collier’s is my banker,” found himself bereft of both
soap box and bank as a penalty of consistency in hewing to the La
Follettian line. And Charles A. Lindbergh, loyal son of a Minnesota
Congressman who had supported the La Follette-Norris position in
World War I times, was dismissed as a Copperhead by President
Roosevelt. This, despite the fact that Lindbergh had undertaken two
eminently patriotic government missions to Germany, one to discover
the actual strength of Hitler’s air force, and the other, arranged by
the State Department, to bring pressure on Goring in hopes that he
could persuade Hitler to let Jews emigrate with at least a portion of

their property.
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The softness of the liberals for the Communists who became their
allies was not reciprocated by Stalin’s diplomats. But the liberals
nonetheless continued to be blind to the likeness of all totalitarian
systems, whether of the black, brown or red variety. Their double-
think on this point robbed them of all wariness in approaching the
peace. It was liberalism, deluded by the attitudes of the "Thirties,
that called General Patton back from Prague, an act that left the
Communists in control of what was to Bismarck the pivotal Bohemia.
It was liberalism, again deluded by its equivocal thinking on dictator-
ships, that let the Red armies move into Berlin ahead of British and
American troops and set the scene for the geographical isolation of
West Berlin from the new West German republic and made possible
the notorious Berlin Wall as a constant threat to world peace.

Liberalism acquiesced in the terms of Teheran and Yalta, let Tito
succeed in Yugoslavia when Mihailovic would have been a far better
choice for the West, and failed to make use of the German officers’
plot against Hitler. Shrewd and far-sighted United States Army offi-
cers such as General Albert C. Wedemeyer, who had counselled a
more vigorous movement into central Europe by western armies and
had opposed the theory of Unconditional Surrender when it was first
elaborated at the Casablanca meeting of Roosevelt and Churchill in
1943, were rudely thrust aside.

The “liberals’ war” ended with the liberals’ peace at Potsdam. It
has been far worse than the Versailles Peace which the liberal intel-
lectuals once attacked with so much verve and acumen when they
were really in there thinking.

James J. Martin, in his comprehensive documentary study of how
the liberal intellectuals came to abandon their brains does not speak
as a moral dogmatist. His method is to let the protagonists establish
out of their own mouths their own record of wavering and contradic-
tion as it appeared in such publications as The Nation, the New Re-
public and Common Sense. It provides amazing reading and will pro-
duce no little consternation on the part of both participants and
readers. Whatever one is to make of Dr. Martin’s startling exhuma-
tions, the liberal flip-flop is not to be denied.

If the flip-flop had cleansed the world of the totalitarian virus, or at
least isolated it, it would have been justified. But that job still remains
to be done, and the Liberals’ attitude towards the “peace” resulting
from their war has only compounded the problems and dangers that
they did more than any others to produce.

The heritage of the liberal flip-flop is a universal and vastly expen-
sive Cold War, the ever-present threat of nuclear destruction, an
enormous expansion of Communist power throughout the Old World
and its increasing menace to our own Hemisphere. If one is worried,
as any patriotic and humane American should be, about the Berlin
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Wall, the suppressed populations of eastern Europe, the fluid and un-
certain destiny of the Middle East, the apparently endless troubles
in Southeast Asia, the racism-in-reverse of Africa, and the inability
of the West to defend itself in the United Nations, Dr. Martin’s pages
afford us the first complete insight into the manner in which this
development got started and gained its ominous momentum, with an
outcome that is today as incalculable as it is foreboding.

If it is possible for even the literate public to learn anything from
history, here is an unique opportunity to profit by examining the
causes and genesis of perhaps the most momentous complex of mis-
takes in human experience.






AUTHOR’S PREFACE

Foreign policy is not fashioned in a vacuum and historians of Ameri-

can foreign policy must begin to pay more attention to the dynamics

of public opinion if they want their writings to be completely mean-
ingful.

Professor Walter Johnson,

Department of History,

University of Chicago

in Saturday Review, April 22, 1950.

WHATEVER the inevitably diversified, conflicting, and emotional
reactions of the readers of this book, which grow out of their
preconceived opinions as to its theme and content, no informed per-
son can very well deny the importance of the subject itself. It encom-
passes one of the outstanding transitions in the intellectual and polit-
ical experience of mankind, and it may well turn out to be the last of
these. The evidence to support the latter suggestion is more impres-
sive at the moment than that justifying an optimistic outlook on the
human future.

Many American liberals were warm supporters of Woodrow Wil-
son’s foreign policy which led us into war in 191%. Disillusioned with
the outcome of this first American crusade in foreign lands, they
repudiated their previous position on the First World War, bitterly
opposed the Treaty of Versailles, seriously criticized the motives and
conduct of our wartime Allies, adopted and supported revisionist his-
torical writing, and became the main bulwark and shocktroops of the
peace movement and disarmament for nearly two decades between
the two World Wars.

Due to a benign, friendly and optimistic attitude towards the “col-
lective security” foreign policy of Soviet Russia, as “sold” to the
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League of Nations by Maxim Litvinov and adopted and propagated
by the highly esteemed Popular Front movement in Western Europe
during the mid-1930’s, and shocked and repelled by what was pre-
sented in the public prints and personal reports as the nature of the
Fascist systems in Italy and Germany, most American liberals aban-
doned their erstwhile pacific ideological and crusading complex of
1924 to 19347 and turned to vehement support of President Roose-
velt’s program of rearmament and war—the fateful transformation
which constitutes the main theme of this book. They backed the Sec-
ond World War with far more enthusiasm and unanimity than the
liberals had in the case of the First World War, entered into even
closer rapport with the Soviet ideology, activities and program, and
approved the harsh policies of the victorious Allies in post-war Europe,
including the great gains of Soviet Russia.

After President Truman announced the launching of the Cold War
in 19447 the majority of American liberals fell in with the crusade of
the Free Nations against what were now designated as the ‘“‘slave
peoples” of Soviet Russia, Communist China, and their allies, only
protesting such extremes as “McCarthyism.” They stood behind the
continuation of the Cold War by Secretary Dulles and his brinkman-
ship and, with the election of John F. Kennedy, they ardently joined
in with a congenial New Frontier ideology and administration which
combined domestic liberalism with vast armaments and an unremit-
ting Cold War policy which not even the threat of nuclear extermina-
tion could shake or dislodge.

It would be no exaggeration to state that not since the long con-
servative regime in Europe between 1815 and 1848 dominated by
Metternich has there been a period more definitely and continuously
controlled by an ideological group than the liberal intellectual hegem-
ony since 191%. It was not seriously upset by the conservative trends
in domestic affairs under Harding, Coolidge and Hoover because
their foreign policy was pacific and “‘isolationist,” and it completely
dominated foreign policy during the Eisenhower administrations. Its
tenure and ascendency in controlling our foreign policy appear to be
indefinitely prolonged, short of a political revolution or a nuclear
Armageddon. It has become one of the most vital and enduring in-
gredients of the American Establishment.

The author has taken no strong personal stand as to the logic, recti-
tude or wisdom of the shifting liberal ideologies and policies of the
last half-century, but he does hope that he has treated them fairly,
honestly and adequately. They seem to bear the stamp of public sup-
port today, especially in the matter of global foreign policy, which
has become vastly more important in American public life and opin-
ion than the problems and obligations of our domestic political and
economic scene. In this momentous transformation the liberals have
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played the decisive role. This book only tells the story down to Amer-
ican entry into the Second World War. A sequel will deal with the
period from the eclipse of the New Deal to the emergence of the New
Frontier. The play had been written and the stage set by the revamped
liberal ideology before the Japanese planes swooped down on Pearl
Harbor at daylight on December #, 1941.

When the overall subject of the United States and public affairs in
the Twentieth Century is under consideration, two broad trends stand
out beyond all others. The first is the immense growth of the ap-
pointive administrative government on the domestic level, and the
consequent subordination of the traditional elective political agencies
in the formulation and execution of public policy. The second is the
increasingly formidable degree to which the internal domestic policy
and administration have been subordinated to foreign policy and
foreign relations, both as the center of community and public atten-
tion and as the dynamic force supporting and impelling national
action. Participation in two stupendous world wars in a single genera-
tion has been the chief factor in launching, nourishing and strength-
ening more centralizing and power-concentrating impulses than all
the home-front or internal forces calling for such procedure had suc-
ceeded in achieving in our entire national history. The period since
the end of the Second World War has, if anything, exceeded the war
years in the acceleration and expansion of the American State. This
is a natural manifestation of a revolution in foreign policy which finds
us committed to endemic conscription and expenditure of billions
of dollars annually in support for various foreign political regimes
deemed essential to our welfare and safety. It has also led to the main-
tenance of between four and five thousand military, air and naval
bases of all types in this country and in scores of others abroad cur-
rently bound to us by one kind of treaty or another. This situation
has come to be rather generally and automatically accepted as part of
the natural order of things by a large part of our citizenry, along with
a concomitant Federal budget now reaching a hundred billion dollars
which, year in and year out, devotes approximately eighty cents out of
each tax dollar to dealing with the consequences of past wars or pre-
paring for possible future conflicts.

This trend in our public policy has been viewed with dark appre-
hension by a significant portion of the literate community. From the
remarkable book, 4s We Go Marching, of John T. Flynn, in 1944,
to Amaury de Riencourt’s The Coming Caesars, in 1957, and since,
we have had a substantial volume of literature rich in comparisons
of America’s course since 1914 to that of classical empires crushed to
death by their own weight, or in predictions of similar dire conse-
quences resulting from extrapolations of current tendencies.
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All of these novel and complex developments are part of the harvest
of an increasingly homogenized foreign policy during the last quarter
of a century in which such controveries as have dominated public at-
tention have been in the main over the details of administering, or
paying for, courses of action already adopted with a bare minimum
of dissent. To this very day, disputes concerning American traffic
with the rest of the world gravitate to an ever-increasing extent around
incidental steps and issues, the hard core of our interventionist and
global policy position being taken for granted. A whole generation
has grown to college age and beyond, ignorant for the most part of
the vital fact that our foreign policy was once a hotly-debated item in
our public life. At the most, they are only vaguely annoyed today
when the correctness of our foreign action is questioned, reacting al-
most as though such skepticism contained a basic element of impro-
priety, audacity, or even lack of patriotism.

Notwithstanding this ominous trend, foreign policy is not a product
of the scientific laboratory or created by impersonal agents in the
stratosphere. The prevalent social grouping of humankind on the
largest scale continues to be the national state. The traffic and har-
monies or conflicts of interest among these organizations which pro-
duce congenial relations or hostilities continue to be of the same order
as in times past, and opinions on persons, places and things far from
the homeland continue to arise. How these attitudes came about and
the responsibility for helping them assume tangible and potent form
are public issues of the first magnitude.

A new and portentous ingredient has been added to the situation
in relatively recent times which stands out as perhaps the most power-
ful conditioning factor in helping to make up the minds of those in
Nation A as to how they should view Nation B. More and more, Na-
tion A has become concerned with what those in power in Nation B
are doing inside their own country, rather than with what they are
doing to accommodate or alienate the people of Nation A. Anyone
who misses or ignores the role that the internal policy of countries
plays today in generating bellicosity on the part of those often lodged
thousands of miles away, is ignoring what is becoming the major key
to understanding the germination and incubation of modern inter-
national martial collisions in our time. It is perhaps the most im-
portant contribution of the liberals to our current foreign policy and
world-wide confusion and conflicts.

The present work consists of an effort to study in detail how con-
temporary foreign policy has been and still is closely related to highly
literate and widely circulated public opinion on foreign affairs. The
period selected is that between September 18, 1931 and December 7,
1941, two fateful dates for the entire world. The first, the occasion of
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the Japanese military action at Mukden, in Manchuria, launched a
fifteen-year military campaign in the Far East, and in retrospect has
been called by many historians the actual starting date of the Second
World War. The second date, of course, is the occasion of the Japanese
air attack on the United States naval and air installations at Pearl
Harbor in December, 1941, which brought this country into the
European War and made it a World War.

Instead of examining the gradual drift of America into involve-
ment during this decade, surely one of the historically most signifi-
cant ten years since classical antiquity, as reflected in the sophisticated
and stylized discourse of formal diplomacy, our procedure consisted
in a study of every article written on the subject of United States
foreign policy and our relations with the rest of the world by approxi-
mately 250 authors, journalists, essayists, professors and related spe-
cialists in the realm of the social studies, in a selected group of highly
influential periodicals circulated nationally in the United States.
Many of these personalities were, and still are, internationally-famous
figures in the American and world literary and opinion-making field.
Collectively, this body of writers and thinkers represented in the
1930’s a saturation with what may be called the liberal outlook and
tradition in this country, and they enjoyed a near-monopoly of intel-
lectual-literary activities and production during the time-span in-
volved.

Anyone who undertakes a study of a phase of the history of this
century is struck at once by one universal fact: the prodigious quan-
tity of materials, both printed and in handwritten and typescript
form. A completely exhaustive examination of all pertinent docu-
ments would be a lifetime task in each case. Publication of the find-
ings would have to be delayed until after the lifetime of every writer
of such works had ended. The practical resolution of this difficult
problem must follow one of two possibilities, with variations. The
first is a broad sampling of the materials which make up the docu-
mentary portion of the study. Selection must be left to the discretion
of the writer, and superficiality is the main potential obstacle to sur-
mount. The alternative approach involves a different mode of selec-
tion, namely, an intensive examination of a more limited but highly
representative range of documentary resources.

In seeking to put on record the foreign-affairs views of a group of
persons of a particular world-outlook and inclination, such as the
liberals of the United States, it is necessary to face these alternative
methods of approach. Excluding agonizing philosophical speculation
over definitions, I have designated as “liberals” those persons willing
to be identified as such through associations of all sorts and by their
proven testimonials of a published nature.
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It becomes obvious that to set forth a comprehensive account of
their views on United States foreign policy and international affairs
during such a hectic decade as that of 1931~1941 would itself turn out
to be a task requiring decades of research and writing if it were to
be based on a complete reading of everything these people had to say
on the subject. The assumption is made here that, since the purpose
of the book is to present the content of the liberal thought which went
into the actual creation of significant intellectual attitudes in this
country, only the published product of their thinking needs to be
utilized. The unpublished correspondence, office memoranda, tele-
phone calls, telegrams, and other media not available to the general
reader have no place in a study of this kind, no matter what they
might reveal. Such material might indicate that the person in ques-
tion held private views contradictory to his publicly-expressed opin-
ions. In a biography or intimate history this would be of vast im-
portance, but in a study of opinion‘making and attitude-influencing
it is of far less value; the readers would not be aware of these private
attitudes or convictions, due to their confidential nature.

Hence, this study of liberal opinions has been restricted to virtu-
ally a line-by-line examination of the contents of a number of selected
publications, either those noted for the frequency of their reproduc-
tion of liberal views, or those entirely devoted to broadcasting liberal
opinion, as such, and designating themselves publicly in this manner.
Therefore, two main types of sources have been used: (1) outstanding
liberal journals of long-established reputations featuring the work of
the best-known liberal commentators and read by a moderate-sized
group of vastly greater public influence than their numbers would
suggest; and (2) internationally-known monthly and quarterly publi-
cations of a more general editorial position, but favorably predis-
posed toward liberal writers of wide repute, as shown by their tables
of contents and lists of authors.

Accordingly, instead of a random sampling of liberal writings in
a great number of publications, it was decided to subject a smaller
number of more relevant publications to the most intensive research.
The inevitable result is a much more valid and detailed exposition
of liberal thought on the subject under study, in the most favorable
intellectual environments. A better understanding can be obtained
from, let us say, thirty successive articles or editorials in a sympathetic
organ than from two or three widely-separated pronouncements in a
source known to be detached, cool, or even antipathetic. For this
reason, continuity of expression and contiguity of those presenting it
have been sought for from the beginning, in order to maximize the
effectiveness of the summary.

The picture of the permutations and combinations of liberal opin-
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ion on foreign policy in the 1930’s that unfolds is both rich and com-
plicated, featured by numerous disputes, bitter controversies and fre-
quent defections. It affords a number of significant and revealing in-
sights which contribute to a clearer understanding of the world which
the drift to war produced, and the ominous impasse which has envel-
oped our planet since 1945. It portrays the gradual preparation for,
and the ultimate execution of, what was probably the most sensational
mass-somersault in opinion ever performed in the intellectual history
of this country—one almost equal to a putative transformation of the
Abolitionists of 1860 into advocates of a slavery system for Negroes
after 1865.

Involved in this process during the decade of the 1930’s was the re-
pudiation of many traditional liberal positions on very vital matters,
among them their reactions to the First World War, post-war repara-
tions and disarmament, pacifism, the international traffic in imple-
ments of war, civil liberties, and international political and economic
organization. Along with this gradually came a firm and highly emo-
tional lineup of liberals in a new pattern of antagonistic world powers.
This new liberal alignment was based mainly on their reaction to the
nature of the internal regimes of the detested side. The powerful in-
fluence of marked sympathy for the Soviet Union and approval of
Soviet foreign policy, as expressed through the Popular Front, guided
the liberals in the maintenance of this course until the outbreak of
general war late in 1939. Thereafter, came an amazing adoption and
sponsorship, once again, of the Franco-British “Allied” cause, al-
though American liberalism had excoriated these powers at length
between the two World Wars as the chief agents in bringing about
the world chaos after the First World War. The capstone to the great
shift of the liberals was the ultimate urging of a war declaration by
the United States on behalf of their favored side, well in advance of
any action taken by the country’s elected representatives, although
liberalism had been the main bulwark of the peace movement from
around 1924 to 1937.

It has been reported in a variety of sources that Franklin D. Roose-
velt and Winston S. Churchill spent some time discussing how they
should designate what we have come to know as the Second World
War or World War II. It has never been said that they ever con-
sidered the name suggested by Stanley High in a celebrated essay he
wrote for The Nation in June, 1941, which he entitled “The Liberals’
War.” High intended nothing invidious by this; on the contrary, he
was most enthusiastic about such an appellation, and the fact that it
was approved by the editorial board of one of America’s two most
prominent liberal magazines suggests that they did not find such a
designation offensive or repellent in the slightest degree.
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It is not the intent of this study to establish a thesis of this sort,
but rather to document in detail the course of American literary and
ideological liberalism in the realm of foreign affairs and foreign
policy during the fateful ten years that led to the United States be-
coming involved in the greatest war the world has yet known.

JAMES J. MARTIN
Deep Springs, California
June, 1964
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Invited to make the main address at a large and much publicized
peace rally in New York City sponsored by the American League for
Peace and Democracy on August 6, 1938, Dr. Harry Elmer Barnes,
not a member but a leading scholar, journalist and anti-intervention-
ist liberal, was ejected because he proposed to make a speech repudi-
ating involvement in all foreign wars. The event dramatized the con-
troversy among American liberals which was reaching its peak at that
moment, and was memorialized in this famous cartoon by Jerry Doyle.
(For details see Vol. I, pp. 729-730.)
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THE LIBERAL PRESS, 1931-1941
EDITORS, CONTRIBUTORS, NEIGHBORS

AND INFLUENCE

A MEASURE OF INFLUENCGCE

WHO constitute “the liberals” in the context of this study? A vast
amount of time, energy, paper and ink can be expended to no
good purpose in argument, but for practical reasons, accepting as such
those who preferred to be known thusly, in addition to the approval
of those who professed to be influenced by their views, provides an
acceptable answer. In 1932, Clifton Fadiman, in a symposium pub-
lished in that year, declared, with reference to the United States,
“We have two weeklies of liberal political tendencies, the Nation
and the New Republic. They provide the only really penetrating
literary evaluation we have.” ! There can be little doubt that any
study of liberal opinion in this time must depend upon these two
journals to a very great degree, and upon the contributions of the
several editors and the many contributors and correspondents of these
two publications in their books and in other magazines. Some of these
other influence-making centers will be discussed in due time. The
productivity of this large group of greater and lesser literary renown
was immense, and assimilation is most difficult, even for a survey
which undertakes to examine a particular phase of this activity, the
American liberal outlook on American foreign policy and world
affairs between Mukden and Pearl Harbor. And their influence was
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not secondary to their productivity, especially among the nation’s
leaders, and the articulate and the effective among those who had a
large part in the shaping of national opinion in many ways.

When 1. F. Stone reviewed Felix Frankfurter’s Law and Politics for
the Nation on October 21, 1989, he incidentally presented probably
the best single-sentence description of American liberal journalism
insofar as its objectives and impact were concerned when he wrote,
“If I may be forgiven for speaking of The Nation’s weekly comrade-
in-arms, the young men who started the New Republic were con-
cerned not so much with influencing the masses as with influencing
important men.” 2 Stone automatically defined the goal of his own
journal at the same time, for although both these magazines pre-
sumed to speak of and to the common man and presumably were
devoted to his welfare above all things, they hardly were concerned
with him as a regular reader, in view of their modest circulations,
between the 30,000-40,000 figure.

The Nation was almost four times as old as the New Republic in
1931, and did not hesitate to bill itself on its title page every week
“The Leading Liberal Weekly Since 1865.” Despite the growth of the
junior journal since 1914 and its brilliant assemblage of editors and
contributors, the Nation unabashedly referred to itself in the decade
of the 1930’s as “America’s most influential weekly” when making
subscription appeals. But this did not interfere with the tendency to
refer to both of them in the same breath when the liberal press was
mentioned. And despite frequent launchings of others, they far out-
lasted all of them in sustained public acceptance and influence.

Testimonials to their influence were not uncommon, but the occa-
sion of important anniversaries just before the outbreak of World
War Two acted as a stupendous underlining of this factor. Senator
Gerald P. Nye in the spring of 1937 declared, “I cannot conceive of
a forward-looking mind being away from the Nation at any time,” 3
and the Canadian journalist J. V. McAree pronounced some months
later in the Toronto Globe, “There is no weekly journal so widely
read by newspaper editors on this continent as The Nation . . . itisa
great institution and over the years has probably indirectly exercised
more liberal influence than any other publication, daily or weekly,
in the United States.” * This was indeed impressive praise, but it was
matched many times over when the Nation published its 75th anni-
versary issue in February, 1940. A similar sheaf of congratulatory
messages greeted the New Republic’s 25th anniversary number in
November, 1939. The combined editorial and contributor staff of
these two publications in this era were a veritable Who’s Who of
American and foreign letters unmatched before or since, and that
each claimed to be the more important of the two was irrelevant;
together they amounted to a virtual saturation of the American lib-
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eral and intellectual scene. They were matched in distinction and
prestige only by the figures who applauded them.

The Nation’s 75th anniversary issue on February 10, 1940 led off
with a stirring banner message from President Franklin D. Roosevelt,
in which he stressed the importance of the Nation as an influential
organ of minority opinion in the most undisguised praise.® But
spirited tributes from the politically eminent had been arriving and
appearing in print for weeks before this. Warm birthday commenda-
tions and testimonials had been posted by Harry Hopkins, Attorney
General Robert H. Jackson, Henry A. Wallace, Thurman Arnold,
Ambassador to Mexico Josephus Daniels, Senator George W. Norris,
Governor of New York Herbert H. Lehman and Lieutenant Gover-
nor Charles Poletti, David E. Lilienthal, Mordecai Ezekiel, Thomas
G. Corcoran, Representative John M. Coffee of Washington, Gover-
nor Culbert Olson of California and Carey McWilliams, California
Commissioner of Immigration and Housing, and Norman Thomas.

The congratulations from the field of letters competed favorably
with the political sphere: Sherwood Anderson, Upton Sinclair, Wil-
liam Allen White, Helen Rogers Reid, Alfred A. Knopf, Raymond
Gram Swing, George Fort Milton, Roger A. Baldwin, Bennett Cerf,
Clifton Fadiman, Irving Brant, Guy Emery Shipler, editor of the
Churchman, Oscar Ameringer, Fannie Hurst, H. V. Kaltenborn,
Louis Untermeyer, William Rose Benét, Robert S. Allen, William T.
Evjue, Wisconsin publisher, along with Arthur Garfield Hays, Bishop
Francis J. McConnell, John L. Lewis, and George Gallup, the famous
public opinion poll-taker, were some of the more noteworthy, supple-
mented by European and Asiatic figures such as Jacques Maritain,
Juan Negrin, Hu Shih, Jules Romains and Harold J. Laski.

Said Senator Norris: ‘“For a great many years I have been a reader
of the Nation and one of its humble admirers. . . . Ishould be happy
if I knew that its voice could be heard at every fireside in America.”
Swing declared, “I can think of no single periodical in the United
States whose continuing existence is of more importance to American
democracy than The Nation,” while Cerf announced, “My congratu-
lations to The Nation on its 75th anniversary. I consider it one of
the three most important magazines in the United States.” Kalten-
born insisted, “The Nation should be required reading for every
opinion-maker.” Sherwood Anderson volunteered, “It has always
seemed one of the really important publications of the country to
me,” while Gallup proposed, “Please accept this reader’s salute. I
know of no magazine with more consistent vitality and interest.”
Ambassador Daniels testified, “The independence, fearlessness, and
ability of The Nation make it an influential agency in an era when
leadership without strings is the hope of a drifting world,” while
William Allen White admitted, “It has been my guide, philosopher
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and friend. For me it has interpreted the news and often even its
opinions are news.”

Other declarations of its impact in opinion-making were fully as
sweeping. Said Mrs. Reid, “The Nation has been a potent force in the
formation of public opinion in the United States. It gained this influ-
ence because it was read by editors and writers and the articulate
opinion-forming people in America, also because the intellectually
curious and experimental young people of the country were attracted
by its provocative content.” Thurman Arnold supported this observa-
tion: “There are other magazines of greater circulation but few of
greater influence. . . . It is a truly great journal, and it has left its
mark on thinking of our time.” Representative Coffee proposed, “Its
literary tone and quality have all endeared it to the intellectual lib-
erals of America,” while Governor Olson observed, “The long and
checkered history of American journalism has had at least one bright
and steady beacon of truth, integrity and liberalism for the past 75
years in The Nation.” 8

This was just a portion of the rich variety of acclaim which came
from some of the Nation’s nationally-known readers, and it had been
similarly matched by a flood of letters to the New Republic in the
last three months of 1939; Wallace, Thomas, Corcoran, Arnold, Cerf,
Hopkins, Senators Alben Barkley and Ernest Lundeen, Ida M. Tar-
bell, Sherwood Eddy, Charles A. Beard, Herbert Bayard Swope,
Bishop McConnell, Arthur Krock, Dorothy Canfield Fisher, Gardner
Cowles, Jr., Stuart Chase and Van Wyck Brooks were some of the
numerous well-wishers who testified to its vast influence.

“You are a national institution,” hailed Eddy. Arnold insisted, “on
its 25th Birthday the New Republic is entitled to applause and con-
gratulations of every liberal group in the country,” while Senator
Barkley admitted, “I have been a constant reader of the New Repub-
lic almost from its beginnings,” although the nationally eminent his-
torian Beard exceeded this by confiding to the readers, “‘I have been
a paying subscriber since the first number of the New Republic was
published.” Corcoran, a rising figure in the New Deal, wrote one
of the strongest testimonials, offering an interesting extension of
remarks, “Every week when I was secretary to Mr. Justice Holmes,
he asked me to read the New Republic to him.” Publisher Cerf
stated, “Every issue is read from cover to cover by every member of
this firm,” and publisher Cowles also admitted reading it for years
with profit: “I like it and I need it. I wish more businessmen would
get the New Republic reading habit.”

Harry Hopkins cautiously asserted, “I have always welcomed the
liberal views taken in the columns of the New Republic. Such an edi-
torial outlook is vital in these days of change and controversy, for it
presents a point of view essential to the preservation of our demo-
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cratic institutions in the progress of our country.” But the support of
writers and journalists was unqualified. Brooks declared, “Your paper
and the Nation are indispensable supports of any enlightened view
of the world we live in, and far more necessary now than ever before,”
a view backed by Chase: “I think it deserves more respectful atten-
tion than ever before in its career.” Krock, the well-known New
York Times reporter, emphasized the aspect of influencing of views:
“The New Republic, to my mind, discharges an important function
in forming and nourishing public opinion,” which novelist Fisher
underlined with a measure of personal admission: “I feel that my
indebtedness to the New Republic is a pretty valid proof of the wide
and valuable influence it has exerted on public opinion in the
United States.” 7

Had the editors of both weeklies chosen to republish the flattering
commendations they had received in the past which had been repro-
duced in their communications departments, the list would have been
about the most impressive collection of nationally-known figures in
American public life ever assembled. Examples of the persistence of
admissions as to the constant influence of the liberal press might be
cited almost at will, and as the celebrated Kansas editor White had
pointed out, the liberal weeklies were themselves newsworthy to the
daily press of the country. When a major ownership change of the
Nation occurred in the spring of 1935, some 150 newspapers com-
mented on it editorially, adding very flattering observations on its
worth as a liberal organ. The Des Moines Tribune declared, “The
Nation has come to be a recognized leader in the field of liberal jour-
nalism,” while the Rochester Times-Union observed, “The Nation
has exercised an influence far beyond what might seem indicated by
its circulation,” a verdict supported even more emphatically by the
Richmond Times-Dispatch: “We doubt if any other publication in
the country with only g5,000 circulation exercises as wide an influ-
ence as The Nation. Almost every newspaper editor in the country
reads it regularly, and so do many teachers, public officials and others
in position to sway public opinion.” 8 The traffic of journalists from
the daily press in and out of the editorial and contributor staffs of the
liberal weeklies had a substantial influence in keeping a favorable
estimate of them in the columns of the former, although it was almost
a trademark of the latter to look with cultivated disdain, if not with
blunt disapprobation, upon almost all the country’s newspapers. Occa-
sions when the daily press received commendations in their pages
were few and far between, and the philosophy and values of the news-
paper publishers as a body were under constant attack.
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THE EDITORIAL GENERAL STAFFS:
A SCHEMATIC VIEW

Some attention to the personalities occupying the editorial posi-
tions on these famed weeklies is in order, in view of the mass of
unsigned material published every week that dealt with every imag-
inable issue, and exceedingly heavily with regards to foreign affairs
and American foreign policy, with which this study is concerned. On
the eve of the fateful decade ending with Pearl Harbor, the Nation
especially was to undergo some striking changes in ownership and
direction, while both the Nation and New Republic were to be
racked by controversies, resignations and editorial accessions, for the
most part growing out of disputes over their respective positions on
foreign affairs. An especially busy season of changes was to occur in
the last two years before American involvement in the Second World
War, a period which will be unfolded in the story of the great policy
changes which preceded this event.

In the fall of 1931 the Nation was headed up under the editorship
of one of the most respected figures in the history of American jour-
nalism, Oswald Garrison Villard, who had been connected with its
fortunes since 1894, and who was to part company in the furiously
contentious days of mid-1940, thus terminating a career of over 46
years with this paper. The associate editors, Dorothy Van Doren and
Mauritz Hallgren, had the assistance of Joseph Wood Krutch and
Henry Hazlitt in the fields of drama and literature, supported by nine
contributing editors of such repute as to make identifying comment
utterly superfluous: Heywood Broun, Lewis A. Gannett, John A.
Hobson, Freda Kirchwey, Henry L. Mencken, Norman Thomas,
Mark and Carl Van Doren, and Arthur Warner.

By January, 1932 the only change had been the addition of Devere
Allen to the contributing editor’s staff, replaced by Ernest Gruening
later in the year. Villard resigned from the chief editorship on Jan-
uary 1, 1933, whereupon some drastic tailoring of the editorial mast-
head occurred. He was replaced by an editorial board of four:
Gruening, Kirchwey, Hazlitt and Krutch. The eminent contributing
editors disappeared, replaced by Hallgren and Margaret Marshall,
although Villard remained also in this capacity in a separate category,
supplying a weekly page of sharp comment titled “Issues and Men,”
which frequently deviated widely from the general editorial tone of
the Nation.

Another significant shakeup took place two years later to the week,
but a number of important changes happened in between in piece-
meal fashion, suggesting the eventual proportions of the editorial
policy. Hazlitt left after the issue of October 18, 1933 to become
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editor of the American Mercury, on an occasion when both Hazlitt
and the Mercury were accorded the highest praise.® At the same time
Dorothy Van Doren was now listed among the contributing editors.
Gruening left with the issue of February 21, 1934 to become editor of
the New York Evening Post, recently acquired by J. David Stern. An
editorial paragraph commenting on his new position declared, “In
his new capacity Ernest Gruening will have an opportunity to exer-
cise his great gifts as a crusader and as the proponent of a vigorous
liberal public policy.” * Gruening continued to contribute signed
material to the Nation thereafter, until he was appointed director
of the newly created Division of Territories and Island Possessions
in the Department of the Interior by FDR in August, 1934, on which
occasion the Nation swelled with pride.

Hallgren left with the issue of May 16, 1934, replaced for two
weeks by Warner, who then also departed. Maxwell S. Stewart joined
the associate editors with the issue of August 15, 1934 ** and Ray-
mond Gram Swing was added to the editorial staff with the issue of
September 12, 1934,'2 where he joined Kirchwey and Krutch as a
three-person chief editorial staff for some months. Charles Angoff
was added to the editorial board in April, 1935, preceded by Hey-
wood Broun’s return, this time as a contributor of a signed weekly
column, in February of that year.!* Angoff left in September, four
months after a momentous ownership change occurred. The issue of
May 8, 1935 announced that henceforth The Nation Fund, an incor-
porated foundation established by Maurice Wertheim, would be the
owner. Wertheim, a member of the Nation’s board of directors for
eleven years, was to be assisted on the board of this fund by Villard,
Krutch, Kirchwey, Broun and Alvin Johnson, an ex-contributing
editor of the New Republic and director of the New School for Social
Research. The readers were promised that the existing policy and
“editorial freedom” would be maintained.*

On January 15, 1936 Max Lerner replaced Swing on the board of
editors, contributing signed articles for some time as before entirely
devoted to domestic affairs. A major change in format and appear-
ance began with the issue of March 4 of this same year, with Villard,
Johnson and Broun being designated on the masthead as “editorial
associates.” ' The resignation of Dorothy Van Doren was announced
with regret in the issue of December 26, ending a year of relative
tranquility, to be promptly followed by a massive explosion in 193%.
The immediate cause of the upheaval was a bitter controversy among
the editors and owners over the merits of President Roosevelt’s plan
for changing the membership of the Supreme Court. Broun openly
attacked Villard and Wertheim in his column, and the crisis was
enlarged and prolonged by Villard’s own testy observations, the
whole affair precipitating another change of ownership in June, 1934



8 American Liberalism and World Politics, 19311941

when Freda Kirchwey, now associated with the Nation for sixteen
years, became sole owner.'%

To Kirchwey this split and change of ownership signalled more
than a dispute over a contemporary governmental issue, but grew out
of a fundamental disagreement on the part of Wertheim with the new
policies of “militant liberalism,” which were gaining ground by the
week and which to her represented the new direction of the future.
Wertheim’s unwillingness to stay aboard the new engine of change
was at the bottom of it all, so this course had been decided upon
because of the conviction that the editorship and ‘“firm control”
“should be combined.” In an elucidative editorial she explained this
almost in the sense of being a duty to the journal’s new readers and
the altered concept of liberalism now abroad: 7

Never in our experience has the demand for clearcut, radical analysis
been so great. Liberalism itself has achieved a new respect, especially
among its former left-wing opponents. The example of fascism in Europe
and a half-conscious dread of similar repression in the United States has
led even the more dogmatic radicals to seek salvation in democratic
method and liberal approach. And liberalism itself has taken warning and
toughened its defenses against the day of testing. As a representative of
radical democratic thought, of realistic liberalism, The Nation has drawn
in thousands of new readers who have become friends and advocates.

In this manner did a struggle ostensibly incited by an internal dis-
pute over the wisdom of a domestic policy suggestion lead to the
formal announcement of the enlistment of the whole journal in the
Popular Front. The issue of August 21, 1937 detailed the next stage
of the Big Purge. Krutch, for some time the sole serious critic of
Communism on the editorial board, resigned, and became dramatic
critic.'® The editorial associate trio of Villard, Broun and Johnson
was dissolved, and in September Broun departed from the staff
entirely.'® Stewart was elevated to an associate editor at about this
time as well. And although Villard’s weekly column continued, veer-
ing steadily away from the tone and direction of the magazine as the
months went on, there was now little doubt that the direction of
policy was firmly in Miss Kirchwey’s hands.

The issue of March 19, 1938 2° announced the addition of James
Wechsler to the staff, although he was not listed as an editor until
October 21, 1939. On September 24, 1938 it was made known that
Lerner had resigned to become a professor of government at Williams
College, replaced by a long-time contributor, I. F. Stone.?* Keith
Hutchison, a member of the New York Herald Tribune’s London
bureau, was also added in editorial capacity, devoting most of his
talents to a column on business and finance in the manner of John
T. Flynn’s widely-known New Republic column, “Other Peoples’
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Money.” Wechsler left to become assistant labor editor of the new
tabloid New York daily, PM, in May, 1940, and Villard left the
Nation after June 29, 1940, terminating a string of columns which
had appeared since January, 1933. Richard Rovere, an ex-editor of
the Communist-saturated New Masses, was added to the editorial
staff the next year, his name appearing on the masthead with the
issue of September 20, 1941.22 At this same time Kirchwey added the
names of five more persons to the list of contributing editors: Nor-
man Angell, Jonathan Daniels, Louis Fischer, Reinhold Niebuhr and
J. Alvarez del Vayo. This step represented no new blood, however,
since all had been frequent contributors previously, Fischer having
represented the Nation as its Moscow correspondent from the
mid-20’s until shortly after the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War.?

Thus the editorial face of the Nation changed during this fateful
decade, and some idea of the changing position of the journal may
be grasped by observing all the comings and goings of the editorial
personnel and personalities. The New Republic by comparison had
a much more tranquil history, at least until the last two years before
the entry of the United States into war.

In 1931 the New Republic boasted of as formidable a team of edi-
tors, and a stable of just as distinguished regular contributors. It was
headed up by a group of five editors: Bruce Bliven, who was also
president of the journal in its incorporated status, Malcolm Cowley,
Robert Morss Lovett, George Soule and Stark Young. A supporting
cast of contributing editors consisted of John Dewey, Waldo Frank,
Alvin Johnson, E. C. Lindeman, Lewis Mumford, Gilbert Seldes,
Rexford Guy Tugwell and Leo Wolman. Although the contributors
to the journal came and passed over the years, this group remained
remarkably stable. By 1935 only Johnson had dropped from the staff,
joining the Nation, while John T. Flynn, who started writing his
famous column, “Other People’s Money,” in 1933,2* W. P. Mangold
and the British liberal socialist H. N. Brailsford had been added.

In mid-February, 1936 the editors remained intact, although
Seldes and Wolman had dropped from the contributing editors,
replaced by Hamilton Basso and Jonathan Mitchell. In October,
1939, after a series of stirring events which had rocked most of the
journals of opinion in the land, the New Republic’s editorial force
still held fast. Dewey, Basso and Mangold had departed from the
contributors, replaced by Broun from the Nation, and two young
men, James Benet and Bruce Bliven, Jr., just out of Stanford and
Harvard respectively. Lovett, a well-known member of the Univer-
sity of Chicago faculty, was now the governor-general of Puerto Rico,
and Tugwell was the chairman of the New York City Planning Com-
mission, and their activities on the magazine were necessarily much
curtailed. But it was an indication that men of quality were related
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to it, and their names still were carried on the masthead. Great pride
had been taken in the career of Tugwell, who had been a member
of the famous “Brain Trust” group of advisers to President Roose-
velt in 1933 and the holder of other administrative governmental
posts since that time.

However, an ugly situation was developing, incubated by the clash
between the editorial foreign policy position and that of some of the
contributing editors. This, combined with a sudden policy somersault
late in 1940, started the same migration which featured the internal
history of the New Republic’s older sister publication. The war
brought a rapid episode of face-changing. Old voices dropped out
rapidly, and a British flavor developed with the addition of Julian
Huxley, Kingsley Martin and Nigel Dennis from England, aided by
a strong current of pro-British sentiment from other sources. Mum-
ford and Frank both resigned in protest over the editorial policy of
non-commitment on the war, but reaffirmed their loyalty after edi-
torial policy was tailored in a direction which put the journal
squarely behind a position like theirs. Max Lerner returned to lib-
eral journalism as a contributing editor in 1940, and Van Wyck
Brooks and Samuel Grafton were also added, followed by Michael
Straight, whose addition for the previously nonexistent post of Wash-
ington editor was announced in the issue for May 5, 1941.%

But these new faces, all urgently in support of the interventionist
position newly adopted, were matched by quiet departures of conse-
quence, two of the more important being Edmund Wilson and
Flynn, in January and February, 1941. Flynn, the most consistently
praised regular contributor, who had been spoken of proudly in the
same category with Charles A. Beard by the New Republic in 1937,
departed in an atmosphere of exceptional rancor and exchange of
ungracious observations. Wilson’s absence from the literary depart-
ment was another profound loss attributable largely to his disagree-
ment with the new foreign policy.

In this way both weeklies cleared their decks of the “‘old liberals”
prior to war, and faced the readers with a monolith of agreement on
this subject by the time American involvement was a reality. The
transformation of liberalism on the issues of war, peace, foreign policy
and foreign relations is the subject of this study, which will be exam-
ined on the basis of issues, events and opinion in detail. At this point,
only a sketch of the traffic of the editorial staffs is under examination.

THE YOUNG MONTHLY COUSIN: COMMON SENSE

The picture of liberal journalism in the decade between Mukden
and Pearl Harbor would be seriously incomplete without the inclu-
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sion of the liberal monthly flower of the depression, Common Sense.
Beginning in December, 1932, this modest publication, under the edi-
torship of Alfred M. Bingham and Selden Rodman, mustered a
breath-taking assembly of talent from month to month in short time.
Strongly oriented toward domestic affairs and deeply involved in
plans and discussion of third party politics of a farmer-labor variety,
Common Sense devoted a minimum of space to foreign affairs until
1937. Unlike the established weeklies, it maintained for the most
part a cool and critical front toward the Communists and other
Marxist elements, and beginning in 1937 it more and more became
the refuge and haven for anti-war and non-interventionist liberals
successively estranged or repelled by the frankly more war-willing
weeklies. Its readership was built partially by opening its columns to
politically prominent liberals of farmer-labor persuasion, particu-
larly of the Midwest, Southwest and Far West. In its first seven years
it published more material signed by prominent maverick progres-
sive New Deal congressmen and administration figures than the
Nation and New Republic combined and compounded.

Over the years the names of a famous contingent of contributors
adorned the masthead of Common Sense: Robert S. Allen, Stuart
Chase, Henry Hazlitt, Carleton Beals, John Dos Passos, A. J. Muste,
V. F. Calverton, John T. Flynn, James Rorty, John Chamberlain,
J. B. S. Hardman, George Soule, John Dewey, C. Hartley Grattan,
Philip F. La Follette, Mary Heaton Vorse, Louis Adamic, Horace
Gregory, Richard S. Childs, Lewis Mumford, Upton Sinclair, Theo-
dore Dreiser, Roger Baldwin, Congressman Thomas R. Amlie of
Wisconsin, Max Eastman, Thomas Benton, Francis J. Gorman, Gov-
ernor Floyd B. Olson of Minnesota, Harold Loeb, Archibald Mac-
Leish, William Harlan Hale, Herbert Harris, Ernest Sutherland
Bates, Frank Hanighen, Peter Drucker, Charles A. Beard and Paul
Douglas were some of those who found its pages an outlet for views,
and a few books which received vast praise were first previewed in
installments as well, including Major General Smedley D. Butler’s
sensational muck-raking book War Is A Racket.

The early specialty of Common Sense, powerful attacks on both
the New Deal and the Republican opposition, stressed the absence
of any decent recovery from the depression, plus the political ideas
of nearly two dozen progressive office holders. This material was
gradually leavened by more and more contributions on the growing
world crisis. Liberals who preferred American involvement gradu-
ally separated from Common Sense, but until Pearl Harbor it stub-
bornly supported a non-involvement position, loudly calling for
domestic reform and a marked improvement in the quality of Amer-
ican life before investment in junkets to carry political purity and
morality overseas. Beyond a few mimeographed newsletters, such as
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the Writers’ Anti-War Bureau’s Uncensored, Common Sense was the
last refuge of those who upheld the American liberal anti-war tradi-
tion to the end. The views and positions of its editors and contribu-
tors will be dealt with subsequently.

MORE DISTANT RELATIVES ON THE LEFT

Eugene Lyons dubbed the decade of the 1930’s The Red Decade, as
he titled his book dealing with the massive growth in that time of
Communist strength and sympathy in the United States. That the
following ten-year period was one of such favorable consequences for
the burgeoning of Communist influence and penetration as to make
the prior one of Lyons’ concern seem relatively somnolent by com-
parison is beside the point here. There can be little doubt neverthe-
less that a rapid growth of Communist-run or directed organizations
was a very significant fact, and the field of publications was not an
exception. The major organs of American liberal opinion were
especially aware of this activity, and examination reveals not only
expressions of welcome and sympathy but a certain amount of parallel
participation.

Many left-wing intellectuals were not content with the older organs
of expression. Their bolder views saw light in a score or more “little
magazines,” most of them confined to small audiences and exercising
very modest influence. The largest part of these working the fields of
politics and foreign affairs had a strong Marxist flavor, and a substan-
tial number were outright Communist transmission belts, their loy-
alty firmly fixed in promoting the welfare of Soviet Russia first. And
it was not uncommon to find liberals contributing to some of them at
the height of the Popular Front era, as well as a goodly number of
frankly Soviet partisans gaining access to the liberal journals in
reciprocation. The heady pro-Communism of American liberal jour-
nalism of the pre-Pearl Harbor decade was not a coincidence, nor its
flourishing in the wartime period merely an accompaniment to a
fortuitous political accident.

Joining older organs of farmer-labor and socialist persuasion such
as the Progressive and the New Leader in the early depression years
were journals such as Our America, Soviet Russia Today, the
Monthly Review, the Partisan Review, Left Front, Left Review,
Dynamo, Blast, Anvil, Modern Monthly, New International, Marxist
Quarterly, Science and Society, and others. A certain amount of cross-
culturization took place between some of these organs and the estab-
lished Communist or Communist-dominated periodicals such as the
Daily Worker, the monthly official organ of the CPUSA, the Com-
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munist, and the literary monthly (weekly beginning in January,
1934) New Masses. Later in the period, beginning in 1937, the effect
of Communist penetration into daily and weekly journalism in New
York began to be documented by the appearance of house organs
parodying the parent publication. Thus, in November, 1937, the first
issue of Better Times (later retitled New Times) appeared, which
frankly admitted to being “published by Communist Party Units of
the New York Times.” 26 In February and April, 1939 came the inside
journals High Time, put out by Communists on the staff of the
weekly Time magazine, and the Hearst Worker. It is significant that
all three of these publications, which added insult to injury by adher-
ing severely to the exact format and style of the parent publication,
were all warmly commended by the New Republic.?

Part of this was a reflection of the hostility toward the New York
press in general in this period. Neither liberal weekly was charitable
or generous toward any daily paper in the city, frequently criticizing
the Times and Herald Tribune in bitter language and struggling to
keep from denouncing them as flatly reactionary most of the time.
(Nor were liberals particularly welcome on the pages of either.) The
Hearst outlet was excoriated regularly, and the World-Telegram dis-
missed as ‘“‘pseudo-liberal.” Similarly they attacked the Post and
owner J. David Stern, bitterly resenting his “baiting of the Reds and
the Soviet Union,” while covering this over with “liberal preten-
sions” growing out of a general pro-domestic New Deal attitude.
Even after its change of ownership in June, 1939 the liberal weeklies
withheld full approval. Thus, “inside” publications which purported
to tell the news which their employers presumably suppressed
enjoyed the sanction of liberals as part of their declared responsi-
bility for respecting freedom of the press. Not until the tabloid daily
PM appeared in 1940 did a New York newspaper obtain liberal
approval.

In some of these journals were to be found the work of persons who
were far from unknown in the liberal magazines, especially as con-
tributors of book reviews of very pointed content. New Republic-
Nation contributors and editors were not intimidated from publish-
ing material in a few of them. Joshua Kunitz, T. A. Bisson and Max-
well S. Stewart occasionally appeared in Soviet Russia Today, and
contributors Louis M. Hacker, Sidney Hook, Lewis Corey, Bertram
D. Wolfe and James Burnham were all members of the board of edi-
tors when the first issue of the Marxist Quarterly appeared in Novem-
ber, 1936.28

There were even journals on the left which the liberal editors dis-
approved of almost as much as they abominated the commercial daily
press. This was especially true of periodicals which championed the
cause of Leon Trotsky at a time when the Popular Front mechanism
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required unswerving adherence to the Stalin faction and Stalinist
tendencies everywhere. An example of this was the New International
of Max Shachtman, one of those most intimately related to Trotsky.
Even more aggravating was the revamped Partisan Review. Origi-
nally, along with Left Front and Left Review, an organ of the John
Reed Club, Partisan Review remained in this relationship between
February, 1934 and October, 1936. Its reappearance in October,
19347 under the direction of Philip Rahv and F. W. Dupee, whom the
Stalinist Communist press railed at as expelled members of the Com-
munist Party, was a signal for liberal scorn as well. Its drifting away
from purely literary to political themes and its steadily anti-Soviet
tone, especially during the 1938 Moscow trial, which sought to indict
Trotsky as the mastermind of an international plot to subvert the
Soviet Union, excited angry comments. Its concentration of writers
such as Hook, Dwight MacDonald, Burnham, Dupee and Victor
Serge did not endear it to liberals, who were exerting themselves to
maintain their composure during this serious intramural dispute
among the Marxists in America; “Put a green cover on it [Partisan
Review] and today you could hardly tell it from the American Mer-
cury,” Malcolm Cowley protested in the New Republic for October
19, 1938.2° Only Hearst matched the Mercury for “reaction” in the
estimate of American liberalism by this time, so this was a most unflat-
tering comparison.

Despite temporary flirtations and peripheral relationships, most of
the writers with a substantial affiliation with American liberalism in
the pre-World War Two decade worked out a pro-Communist posi-
tion of their own instead of becoming very intimately related with
periodicals of deliberate Communist persuasion, even though a
sizable traffic persisted across all of them by a number of literary
figures. But of all the journals on the left between 1931 and 1941,
liberals in some number were to be found mainly in two, the New
Masses and The Fight, the latter a momentarily vigorous monthly
which was the organ of the American League Against War and
Fascism, the most active and encompassing Communist-dominated
front organization of the First Red Decade. Scores of liberals were
published in both, especially in the period between 1931 and 1937,
after which there was a noticeable replacement by resolute Commu-
nists or frank party sympathizers. But there can be little doubt that,
in the critical period during which the United States recognized Red
Russia, and the League of Nations admitted the Soviets, and during
which Hitler Germany got to its feet and started to fashion, among
other things, a formidable threat to the Communists, a wide com-
munion of interest and sympathy coursed across both liberal and
Communist fields of activity alike. The expression of common views
and the exchange of words, ideas, slogans and policies as well as
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spokesmen are facts which can be established with little difficulty.

The New Masses was the lineal descendant of the Marxian socialist
Masses founded in 1911. Reorganized in 1926 with a change in name
suggesting rejuvenation, it championed the newly established
Bolshevik state vociferously. On January 2, 1934 it underwent a
striking transformation into a weekly, patterned in many ways after
the two liberal weeklies, and enjoyed five years of sustained growth
and influence, during which it approximated their circulation.?¢
Many liberals contributed articles and book reviews, and in turn
writers whose reputations rested almost entirely upon steady appear-
ance in New Masses found ready reception in liberal publications. A
substantial sympathetic understanding undoubtedly existed, and its
basis was apparently fully understood by those who consented to
having their efforts appear in this medium. Granville Hicks, a pro-
fessor of English at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, important figure
in the Young Communist League, and an editor in 1934, explained
the journal’s stand on book-reviewing: 3!

Certainly the New Masses has never given a book to a reviewer who
was known to be either anti-Soviet or pro-Fascist. Certainly most New
Masses’ reviewers are Communists or Communist sympathizers. Certainly
New Masses’ critics, though they rigorously analyze the work of revolu-
tionary writers, are in complete sympathy with their principles . . . The
New Masses has adopted a certain position, and in every issue explains
what that position is and why it has been adopted.

It thus hardly can be argued that the numerous liberals who par-
ticipated in issuing this periodical did not know what they were
doing or were innocently taking part in an intellectual adventure
which was not devoted to a particular outlook on national and world
affairs. In a similar way, the editors of the liberal journals can be
assumed to have known what they were doing in publishing the work
of New Masses editors and steady contributors in their pages. In the
ten years prior to United States involvement in the Second World
War, articles and book reviews by a dozen New Masses editors and
members of their editorial board appeared in the liberal press, while
over 6o well-known liberal writers had pieces published in the New
Masses during this same time span. The cordiality between the two
cooled off markedly beginning late in 1937, when the controversy over
Trotsky and the Moscow purges introduced a serious split in the
Marxist camp. The tendency for supporters of Trotsky to gather in
the liberal sphere brought sharp cries of angry criticism from the
Stalinists, who bluntly accused the liberals of becoming anti-Soviet.
Several liberals had sent greetings of praise to the New Masses on the
occasion of its 25th anniversary issue in the fall of 1936. Two years
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later only an occasional person allied with liberal journalism was
appearing it its pages. But a community of interests and a spiritual
bond had long ago been forged which was to be wrenched apart only
by the startling non-aggression pact signed between Russia and Ger-
many in August, 1939, an act which produced the most agonizing
injury to the sensibilities of American left liberals that they have
ever suffered, and from which they have yet to fully recover.

The experiences of liberals during the publication life of The
Fight 32 were not very much different than they were in the case of
the New Masses. Its first number appeared in November, 1933, and
the ideology behind the organization sponsoring it reflected a num-
ber of currents which were flowing strongly at the moment: pacifism,
anti-militarism, disarmament and sharp criticism of the manufacture
of munitions, and allied sentiments, including condemnation of mili-
tary or paramilitary organizations and education. The interlocking
of its mixed personnel gave it the flavor of a multi-hued group, which
has always been the delight of institutional liberalism. The first chair-
man of the parent organization sponsoring The Fight, the American
League Against War and Fascism, was J. B. Matthews, at that time
also the executive secretary of the pacifist Fellowship of Reconcilia-
tion. But its vice chairman was Earl Browder, its secretary was Don-
ald Henderson,33 two Communist stalwarts, and a contributor in the
first issue was Henri Barbusse, one of France’s most persuasive pro-
Communist apologists. Another first-issue contributor was Roger
Baldwin.

However, there was an ominous timing connected with the coming
into existence of the American League and its new organ. The
emergence of the Hitler regime in Germany and its vociferous anti-
Communist attack had more to do with it than anyone at the moment
wished to admit. The Mussolini regime had been in existence in Italy
since 1922, yet it was not until this late date that such a vigorous
response to the challenge of Fascism was deemed imperative. The
world-wide Russian Communist apparatus for the creation of anti-
Hitler and ultimately anti-German sentiment was swinging into oper-
ation, a prominent tool in this campaign being the slowly-fashioned
Popular Front with all elements Communists could recruit or could
find sympathetic. Within a year of its existence, it was plain that this
new organization was a mobilization center for sentiment, not against
war and Fascism, but for war against Fascism. And in 1937 some anti-
war liberals began to shout this loudly. It undoubtedly helped to
contribute to the flight of liberals from the League’s ranks, but the
big break took place in the late summer of 1938, by which time the
organization’s name had been changed to the American League for
Peace and Democracy. Liberals of several shades still adhered to this
group, but its persistent championing of the Soviet Union’s foreign
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policy, its clamorous support of the Communist revolutions in Spain
and China and its hostility toward anti-collective security sentiments
among American liberal pacifists put the ALPD utterly out of har-
mony with such liberal groups as the Keep America Out of War Con-
gress, and the National Council For the Prevention of War. The
culminating blow was the rejection of Harry Elmer Barnes as the
scheduled main speaker at a gigantic “Peace Parade” demonstration
in New York on August 6, 1938, after learning that his speech was
going to stress a forthright call for abstaining from all wars, includ-
ing those which the Communists happened to favor fighting at the
moment.3* The League never recovered from the anti-war liberal
assault on this act in the following weeks, and the last issue of its
journal appeared in July, 1939. A few months later, after the Russo-
German Pact had obliterated the whole structure of liberal-Com-
munist foreign policy argument of the past decade, the League
quietly expired. It was no longer needed in the new dispensation.

But in the crucial opinion-forming years of 1934-1938, liberals
contributed to The Fight profusely. Its pages were a mirror which also
reflected the then amiable state of affairs in the liberal and pro-
Communist weeklies, even though editorial policy was obviously
becoming a pro-Communist monopoly. In May, 1934 The Fight was
under a new chairman, Harry F. Ward, and its vice chairmen now
consisted of Browder, Lincoln Steffens and the New Republic editor,
Robert M. Lovett. Its editor Joseph Pass had an advisory editorial
committee consisting of Kyle Crichton, who wrote for the New Masses
under the name of Robert Forsythe, Donald Henderson, David
Zablodowsky and Malcolm Cowley, one of the dominant literary
voices on the New Republic. And among its contributors during its
heyday were many who also gained access to the organs of liberalism
in the same period, including Babette Deutsch, Bernhard J. Stern,
Isador Schneider, Harvey O’Connor, Maxwell S. Stewart, Langston
Hughes, C. Hartley Grattan, James T. Farrell, Quincy Howe, John
Howard Lawson, Albert Maltz, Murray Godwin, Harold Ward, Egon
Erwin Kisch, George R. Leighton, James A. Wechsler, R. Palme
Dutt, Pierre van Paassen, Leon Dennen, Welton Brown, Hamilton
Basso, H. C. Engelbrecht, Edwin Berry Burgum, George A. Coe, Hy
Kravif, John Strachey, Victor Yakhontoff, Carl Dreher, Walter Wil-
son, George Seldes, Liston M. Oak, Bruce Crawford, George S.
Counts, Romain Rolland, Johannes Steel, Jerome Davis, Anna Roch-
ester, William P. Mangold, Carleton Beals, Grace Lumpkin, Joseph
P. Lash, Mauritz Hallgren, Keith Sward, Heywood Broun, Dorothy
Douglas, Bishop Francis J. McConnell, James Waterman Wise and
William Gropper.

Other personalities also figured in T he Fight in the late go’s, includ-
ing Harold Laski, Robert Dell, Ralph Bates, Louis Fischer, Ch’ao-
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ting Chi, editorial board member of Amerasia, and even such unlikely
personages as Clark M. Eichelberger, director of the League of
Nations Association, and Sir Norman Angell. And undoubtedly there
were sincere friends of peace and opponents of war during the life-
time of this organization among its writers, but the position of the
journal and organization was never obscure. It never published a
paragraph critical of the Soviet Union in its entire existence, nor
commented adversely on Soviet arms and military buildups and
strength during its furious attacks on munitions makers and military
preparations in other countries, especially those with an anti-Soviet
foreign policy. In the case of the Communists involved in China and
Spain it employed the familiar double standard of extolling Com-
munist war-making efficiency while denigrating their opponents.
However, this position should never have been mysterious to a single
contributor or reader who read Point j of the ‘“Program of the Amer-
ican League Against War and Fascism” in the September, 1934 issue
of The Fight: 3

To support the peace policies of the Soviet Union, for total and uni-
versal disarmament, which today with the support of the masses in all
countries constitute the clearest and most effective opposition to war
throughout the world. To oppose all attempts to weaken the Soviet
Union, whether these take the form of misrepresentation and false propa-
ganda, diplomatic maneuvering or intervention by imperialist govern-
ments.

This defensive portrait of the Russian Communist state, at a time
when Communists were actually making parenthetical comments on
Russia’s possession of the largest army and air force in the world, and
its acceptance as a true representation of the world situation, does not
flatter the reputation of those who acted as critics and analysts in
those times. The belated withdrawal of many liberals from associa-
tion with this formidable front in 1937 and 1938 was recognition at
last that they had been mobilized in an agency enlisted to promote
the welfare of Communist Russia and the success of its foreign policy.

LIBERAL FOREIGN AFFAIRS WRITING
IN SOME PRESTIGE JOURNALS

The substantial contingent of writers on foreign affairs and United
States foreign policy which expressed their views at such length in the
liberal press apparently had little rapport with the majority of the
limited-circulation monthlies and quarterlies which exercised influ-
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ence in the same circles they preferred to participate in, as reflected
by the tributes on their anniversary issues in 1939 and 1940. Some of
these, such as Foreign Affairs, the American Mercury and Forum,
rarely were known to carry the writing of a liberal of note, and were
under condemnation in the liberal weeklies and by most articulate
liberals anyway. Living Age served as a major outlet for the views
principally of Quincy Howe, whose book reviews and comments were
a steady feature of the New Republic in the period of warmest con-
troversy over collective security. It was the Living Age which sparked
the great liberal attack on the munitions business in the 1931-1935
period, and Archibald MacLeish credited Howe as “undoubtedly the
man most responsible for the entire American campaign.” 3¢ The
Atlantic Monthly featured the commentaries of Frank H. Simonds
and William Henry Chamberlin throughout the decade before Pearl
Harbor, both of whom had long associations with American liberal-
ism between the First World War and the Depression, but gradually
became estranged during the ten-year journey on the Moscow
Express. But the Atlantic occasionally opened its columns to others,
primarily Villard, Marcel W. Fodor and single essays by Walter
Millis and Frank Hanighen.

Harper’s, on the other hand, published liberal foreign affairs com-
ments somewhat more freely, but had a preference for some writers.
The most frequent contributors were Nathaniel Peffer and Elmer
Davis. Such liberal stalwarts as John T. Flynn and Villard were pub-
lished just once each in the 19g1-1941 era, Charles A. Beard only
twice. Several other familiar names in the Nation, New Republic and
Common Sense appeared sporadically during this time, including
George Soule, John Gunther, Ludwig Lore, Ben Dorfman, Alfred
Vagts, M. E. Ravage, Eliot Janeway, C. Hartley Grattan and
Hanighen.

The record in the stiff and aristocratic academic quarterlies of top
level influence, such as the Yale Review and the Virginia Quarterly
Review, was much less prominent. Barely a dozen liberal writers
dealing with foreign politics were published in these two redoubtable
publications, two-thirds of the dozen and a half articles appearing in
the 1938-1941 period, when the schism over collective security and
intervention in the crisis versus continentalism and neutrality was
tearing American liberalism completely asunder. Even the many pro-
fessors whose work was constantly featured in weekly liberal jour-
nalism had scant entry to these more stratospheric heights. The mass
penetration of the large New York daily newspapers and the quality
literary and opinion press by the academic community was largely a
phenomenon of the exploding war liberalism of 19411945 and the
new era of globalism which set in during the following decade. Its
parallel was the almost total eclipse of the segment of American lib-
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eral opinion which had once expounded a contradictory view on the
proper nature of American attitudes and deportment in the field of
foreign affairs and relations.

The scores of contributors to the liberal press who had no acknowl-
edged hand in editorial duties will be mentioned throughout the
study, in the appropriate context of their contributions, and related
to background and so forth. Since contributors’ work was signed,
there is no difficulty in locating responsibility, but since it was edi-
torial practice, most of the time, to print all editorials as unsigned
material, it poses a serious difficulty for those interested in the pos-
sible authors. It is of even greater significance since many startling
viewpoints, changes of approach, opinion and policy appear in this
same anonymous form. The collective nature of the editorial staffs
defied efforts to ascribe one or another noteworthy piece to its likely
writer, and no memoir by one or another of these famous liberal
journalists over the years has done much to cast real light on this
problem of identity to this day.
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AMERICAN LIBERALISM REACTS AND
ADJUSTS TO THE NEW EUROPEAN

COLLECTIVISMS

IN 1941, a short while before the United States became a participant
in the Second World War, Professor J. Salwyn Schapiro, of the
College of the City of New York, reviewing Benedetto Croce’s His-
tory as the Story of Liberty in the Journal of the History of Ideas,
rendered an incidental definition of liberalism which has subse-
quently had wide circulation: *

Liberalism is an attitude toward life, not a dogmatic faith; it makes its
greatest appeal to the educated and enlightened few, not to the broad
masses. It has no fixed goal either in this world or the next; no absolute
dogmas the acceptance of which leads to salvation; no “social myths” of a
perfect society with which to appeal to the suffering masses. Liberalism is
experimental and compromising in its methods, which aim to establish
a better world through continuous piecemeal reforms. It espouses “prin-
ciples” and “ideals” to enlighten and to direct these reforms into the
proper channel.

A dozen years later, Joseph S. Clark, Jr., Mayor of Philadelphia, in
an article in the Atlantic Monthly, delivered another definition of
significance, this time of the practitioners of liberalism, also of wide
quotable consequences. While discussing the political future of lib-
erals, Clark announced,?
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A liberal is here defined as one who believes in utilizing the full force of
government for the advancement of social, political and economic justice
at the municipal, state, national, and international levels.

These two definitions in capsule form tell an extended story of the
course of liberalism in America in the past quarter of a century in
particular. The obvious change of emphasis and basic assumptions
reflected in these two statements represent the result of the capture
of liberalism and liberals by the intoxicating attractions of power-
holding and close affinity to power-holders and the seat of power-
wielding. They imply further a substantial replacement of personnel,
in view of the contradictory nature of the content of these statements.
This metamorphosis has been achieved with a minimum of conscious
awareness of the full impact of the fundamental somersault per-
formed; at the same time the traditional modes of expressing lib-
eralism’s content and aspirations have persisted without a similar
fundamental alteration.

There is little doubt that America’s liberals take for granted that
what Professor Schapiro said actually describes their persistent intel-
lectual position. Yet the operational directive plotted by Mayor
Clark actually describes the path they have taken, whatever obstacles
have appeared to make their course so unpleasant in these more
recent years. The conflict has led to a great traffic of persons leaving
and entering the liberal fold, but the language of liberalism has
remained for the most part serenely unaltered throughout this
upheaval. The bland assurances that there has been no basic altera-
tion in liberalism and that its verbal and actual states are identical
have been accepted at face value for the most part by a contemporary
audience, which is today much more acquainted with then Mayor, now
Senator, Clark’s estimate than that of Professor Schapiro. In fact, as
a steady retreat from the latter stand continues, dedication of the
exponents of the new liberalism to the verbal stereotypes has inten-
sified. Out of this has emerged a homogenization which has made
specific pinpointing more and more difficult. The shapelessness of
liberal verbiage has enabled a tantalizing evasiveness to flourish,
although the imprecision has communicated itself to the whole
society, and is now an infection running its course at a heightened
tempo.

One symptom of the confusion resulting from this blending of
verbal reflexes is an increasing number of books which purport to
define the broader abstractions, but generally succeed only in making
the region of non-definition wider. The increasing circulation in the
past decade of the words “liberal” and “liberalism” as positive con-
notations has also led to their adoption by all manner of folk, which
helps to explain why the Clark definition is virtually worthless as an
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aid in identifying liberals. The entire global political spectrum is
encompassed by it. As the tangible stuff of liberalism retreats before
attempts to grasp it, discussing its substance and its main tenets and
spokesmen becomes increasingly difficult. But this is a problem for
an investigator of ideological material of whatever sort; the dividing
lines have no clear edges, and progressive blurring along the bound-
aries of both thought and action guarantees increasing handicaps in
the path of those so brash as to attempt analysis.

The late George Orwell displayed in his last decade of life a talent
for divining and exposing political charlatanry equalled by few
people in the history of criticism. His ability to do this through the
medium of a superior literary style made him widely read and famous.
His education in the ways of political language began primarily, as
he tells us, after his experiences in the Spanish Revolution, described
so dramatically in Homage to Catalonia. But there is a minor mas-
terpiece of his in the same category, an essay titled “Politics and the
English Language” in which he discussed the deterioration of the
political vocabulary and the related decay of political writing and dis-
cussion. His primary conclusion consisted of the observation that
political generalizations had become so sloppy and careless, and that
the terminology had become so imprecise, that for all practical pur-
poses this language was useless as a means of defining or explaining
political positions and political behavior. Such words as “conserva-
tive,” ‘“reactionary,” ‘radical,” “democratic,” “progressive,” ‘lib-
eral,” and the like, he maintained, had been used so shamefully that
whatever precise meaning they once had was dissipated, and now
they had degenerated into simply a vocabulary of epithets, used inter-
changeably by the ignorant and worthless as a guide to any competent
understanding.

It is no wonder that the contemporary political spectrum has no
real dimensions and the most shameful kind of distortion has become
a veritable industry. “Liberals” and ‘“Conservatives” abound at any
given moment, depending largely upon whether the fashionable
thinking of the day and that accepted in majority circles is labeled
one or the other. The homogenization of opinion since the end of the
Second World War has even produced schools of hybrids in the politi-
cal lexicon, and those students of political expression of the last
decade or so are familiar with the “conservative liberal” and ‘liberal
conservative’” varieties, among others. Orwell’s interpretation has
been buttressed by all contemporary trends with a vengeance.

Interpretative studies purporting to explain the “isms” abound,
and books dealing with the nature of politico-social philosophy and
its varied expressions similarly proliferate. There hardly need to be
additional contributions of this kind, nor is a lengthy essay essential
as explanatory material to serve the purpose of an introduction to the
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main task about to be undertaken. Rather than quarrel over-long
about definitions, with the risk of becoming trapped in a semantic
jungle from which there might not be an escape, it seems suitable to
proceed from the original statement, accepting the protagonists on
their word and at face value.

THE GREAT COLLECTIVIST TRANSFORMATION

The ‘“‘general staff of liberalism,” as one might designate the editors
and the many often world-renowned contributors whose work graced
the pages of the liberal press, represented the stage of leadership in
liberal circles, admitted or not, a dozen years after the First World
War. For the most part it consisted of new faces when the familiar
figures of the pre-war and wartime liberal and progressive activities
are brought to mind. A number of the latter were still active, but an
ideological hurricane was beginning to toss American liberalism
about, largely a product of the high winds created by the professedly
Marxian socialist experiment in Russia, plus those worked up by the
world depression. When the full force had descended upon the scene,
the effect upon liberalism was to separate the later from the earlier
manifestations into what amounted to camps occupied mainly by
strangers to each other. European and Asiatic totalitarian recipes for
the solution of the disorders of the world national system produced
the most profound effects upon American liberals. One might say
that from an ideological point of view this experience was to shatter
all schemes for reform in America based on exclusively American
diagnosis and primarily for American results.

The liberals were not fully convinced in the early and mid-1930’s
whether they wished to be known as liberals or not. The main source
of the cause for this intellectual disquiet is to be found in the influ-
ence of socialism of a variety of sorts upon the standard-bearers of
liberalism. The years 1930-1931 are mainly the beginning date for
the inundation of American intellectual life by “the approach from
the left,” gaining in strength since the shattering of the world in the
War all through the 1920’s and achieving swamping proportions due
mainly to the economic debacle beginning in 1929. The original
liberal open-minded critical attitude, with its tendency to find satis-
faction in piecemeal reforms and partial, short-term gains resulting
from extended debate, careful study and empirical methods, encoun-
tered at this point a problem of such magnitude that little of the
early tradition of progressive reform maintained its appeal. While
parliamentary democratic capitalist states were able to keep them-
selves afloat, the socialist critique consisted mainly of a nuisance or
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irritant. During this period little comfort could be squeezed from
the spectacle of Soviet Russia, engulfed in a complex of problems and
not particularly useful as an object lesson of what the preferable way
of life was likely to be. Marxian socialism had once been a consider-
able voice in the affairs of the American labor movement, and in its
manifestation as the Industrial Workers of the World it had been
the most important revolutionary development in the history of
American radicalism.

The First World War had shattered the solidarity of American
socialism completely. Its high-water mark of effectiveness had been
reached shortly before the out-break of the War, and in the United
States it never recovered from the obliterating blows of national
patriotism and allied sentiments which the War stimulated, bred,
and turned loose in such quantity and volume. After the War the
tendency for the unions and the labor movement generally to shy
away from socialism had steadily grown. It is indeed curious to
observe that as Marxian socialism was dying out among the laboring
element in America, it was beginning to capture the literary men.

The attractiveness and appeal of Marxian socialism to an element
of American life far removed from canvas gloves and denim work-
clothing will remain a puzzling matter for some time to come. It is
not pertinent to dwell upon the issue at this point, since a consider-
able literature on the subject has accumulated in the last decade and
a half. But a note might be made of a contemporary interpretation
which reverberated for years under one authorship or another. Max
Nomad, whose Rebels and Renegades appeared in 1932,% enlarged
on a thesis advanced by the Pole Walter Machajski, which first called
attention to a new potential class of powerholders, the “‘declassé intel-
ligentsia” or ‘“‘mental workers,” vaulting into a privileged position
through the utilization of their “capital,” higher education. Thus,
instead of capitalists or workers, the Nomad-Machajski thesis ran, the
new state would be run by and in the interests of a new class of
“hereditary, soft-handed intellectuals.” Through the decade of the
1930’s we find other significant contributions to the ‘“managerial
revolution” theory from Lewis Corey, Alfred Bingham and Lucien
Laurat, anticipating the famous book of this title by James Burnham
in 194o0, its first systematic elaboration, and wrought into superb and
terrifying literature by George Orwell, first in his Animal Farm
and reaching its peak in Nineteen Eighty-four, the nightmare ‘“‘dis-
topia” of a society run precisely by the people described by Nomad,
Machajski and Burnham.

That overalls had become the uniform of the non-laboring, Inner
Party policy-making intelligentsia of Orwell’s novel is a bit of sym-
bolism of vast significance.
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THE LEFTBOUND LOCAL VERSUS
THE MOSCOW EXPRESS

Setting aside momentarily the subject of liberal pretensions and illu-
sions as to being the advance guard of a proletarianized America
according to socialist prescriptions and dimensions, it can be observed
that the Marxian scriptures were sufficiently obscure to favor the
hatching of a bumper crop of deviates. Ideological splinter groups
of such variety as to confuse specialists even after years of study were
one of the foremost results of the interminable intellectual rounds
based on the main Marxian theme. The most ponderous influence
was undoubtedly that of the segment which formed an early and
intense attachment to the Soviet experiment. The open and subter-
ranean Communists quickly became a gravitational pole, seeking to
attract the hesitant and the bewildered. At a nearby position there
was the already established Socialist remnant, seeking to perpetuate
and extend its influence and tracing its origins back to the turn of the
century and beyond. United in agreement upon the conclusion that
capitalism and parliamentary democratic state systems were sure to
crash, what was to replace them and how it was to do it was the issue
in bitter dispute between them. In between these two major camps
fluttered the ‘“‘deviationists,” and this point in the spectrum the lib-
erals also occupied. The choice facing them was obvious, and per-
plexing. But whatever the choice, it involved partnership with a
force which held liberalism and liberals in disrepute. At best, the
Socialists and Communists viewed liberalism as a program of timid
moderation; at worst, a collection of eviscerated political and eco-
nomic doctrines inherited from a time when the conditions which
had fostered their growth no longer existed. That the literati who
had decided that the Soviet Union pointed the way held the liberals
and liberalism in contempt was utterly undisguised. The liberal press
in these circumstances appeared to be acting as agents for their own
discrediting, publishing attacks on liberals from Soviet sympathizers
and supporters, although this was partially an act which was probably
considered in the direction of helping liberals to resolve the serious
decision facing them.

In the New Republic for February 10, 1932, there appeared a long
article by Edmund Wilson, titled “What Do the Liberals Hope For?”
In it, while attacking four prominent liberals, Wilson argued that
liberalism was bankrupt, that liberals and their practices, principles
and promises had had their day. Their leadership in the pre-war
period had resulted in a disappointing achievement, and further-
more, the liberals had made the war and the peace which followed it.
Besides all this, they had shown their blindness by resisting the
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“Revolution,” making it “necessary” for those who seized power to
shoot and jail and otherwise dispose of the Russian counterparts of
some of the Western liberals, the Mensheviks. The failure of the lib-
erals to applaud the Bolshevik success because of the methods
employed was an obvious sign of the emptiness of liberalism, and
that in the world crisis they stood beaten and hopeless in a situation
crying for direction and advice.

A week later, Lincoln Steffens, the veteran liberal progressive of
the earlier era, and one of the four men Wilson had disparaged,
answered with a response headed “Bankrupt Liberalism,” which
consisted mainly of admissions as to the correctness of Wilson’s diag-
nosis. “It is,” said Steffens, “heart- and head-breaking to see the job
begun and carried on over there by a dictator and a small minority
using force when they don’t know how otherwise to govern.” His
“old, stout liberalism” was “shattered by the sight,” but still he
“rejoiced” that “‘the deed was done and a path blazed for us”:

My (our) victory in Russia did take some of the fight out of me. The grow-
ing success over there made all progressive movements and liberal pro-
grams seem superficial, long and rather hopeless. And to start out again at
the bottom to plan to search deeper toward the roots for a revolution—
that looks like a long, hard course to take for an old, habituated Men-
shevik with only a thick skin of Bolshevism on his hardened arteries. It is
pleasanter, easier, to sit on the fence and contemplate our progress in
Russia, watch it work over there, and listen to the Wall Street sentries
appraising it right—as they do and as the liberals don’t—at its true sig-
nificance for us; while I encourage younger men like Edmund Wilson and
his readers to pick up and bear on the burden here in this our backward
country.

To find the Russian route affirmed more resolutely by a liberal
figure of greater stature than Lincoln Steffens is hard to imagine.
But Edmund Wilson was just one of the new school of writers who
appeared to have made his choice. A contingent had been embroiled
in this controversy since the early 1920’s, but the coming of the
depression had focussed the problem much more acutely for many
others, and by mid-19382 the leftward drift of the writers and the intel-
lectuals had become virtually the major topic of discussion. The point
about which the controversy centered was not where, but how far.
The furor provoked a major article in the New Republic on August
17, 1932, characteristically headed “Leftbound Local.” It consisted
primarily of a summary of a questionnaire published in the summer
issue of the Modern Quarterly, a lesser liberal journal, answered by
fifteen writers, built around the subject of the relationship between
literature and political coloration at that point in the business col-



29  American Liberalism Reacts to New European Collectivisms

lapse. All fifteen of the critics, writers and poets were from New
York, and the New Republic editorial article seemed satisfied that
their answers were ‘‘a cross section of American literary opinion in
the summer of 19g2.” Twelve of the fifteen answered ‘“yes” when
asked, “Do you believe that American capitalism is doomed to
inevitable failure and collapse?” Only Henry Hazlitt of the Nation
replied with an unqualified “No.” However, no one felt the collapse
would take place in the decade ahead. All fifteen writers, the number
including Henry Seidel Canby, C. Hartley Grattan, Granville Hicks,
John Dos Passos, Sherwood Anderson, Edwin Seaver, Percy Holmes
Boynton and Newton Arvin, were in agreement that the writer
should “participate” in the “social crisis” rather than remain aloof.
A majority of this group felt that becoming a Communist, “in the
sense of accepting a communistic philosophy,” would make them
more effective participants in the struggle, but balked at actually
joining the Communist Party and coming under its discipline. All
but two denied that becoming a Socialist would have any possible
influence, while insofar as the direction American literature was
likely to take in the coming decade, a majority expressed the hope or
feeling that it would take the path “of Dos Passos and Michael Gold.”
In summary the liberal journal concluded: *

. the “leftward swing” of American writers is a reality. Three years
ago, these fifteen critics and novelists were classified either as liberals or else
as men wholly uninterested in politics. Today most of them distrust the
Socialists for being too conservative, too much involved in the present sys-
tem. . . . Theysympathize with the Communists, but not to the extent of
wishing to join the party. . . . But it isn’t true that all of them have
simultaneously boarded the Red Express; the train in which they are
traveling might better be described as a leftbound local.

This liberal estimate contained insights into the choice facing the
liberal world. Editorially, this leading liberal journal was satisfied
that the vast majority of America’s writers had not “boarded an
express bound for Moscow and points left,” but was on the platform
waiting for a slower train bound in the same general direction, and
in no haste to get there. This was a comforting estimation of the
situation, offering a prospective explanation of the present and sug-
gesting the rectitude of adopting a vague quasi-communist outlook
without too deep self-questioning as to what destination such a choice
might lead them. As it turned out, both the leftbound local and the
Moscow Express left at the same time, and the liberals, trying to
decide which to take, in desperation boarded both of them. On
domestic affairs, they maintained a tolerably independent leftist
approach, but their underlying ideological commitment put them
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squarely in the Russian Soviet orbit on the subject of foreign and
world affairs. The result was a steadily increasing pro-Soviet orienta-
tion, which in many cases developed into a close attachment. The
liberal journals and editors apologized for this steadily increasing
corps of pro-Soviet writers during the ensuing decade as a group of
pioneers “in the task of sympathetically interpreting the Soviet
Union to the vast American middle class.” It need hardly be men-
tioned that no mercy was shown to those who dared undertake this
task on behalf of rival totalitarianisms. Nevertheless, the liberal
journals and the people to whom they opened their pages comprised
in the early 1930’s at least a largely unsettled and disturbed environ-
ment, creating a picture of America and the world without con-
sistency, and more often than not, contradictory. The diversity of the
contributors partially explains the situation, plus the fact that the
liberals were especially interested in criticism and were not at this
stage overly fussy as to source, provided that it was of relatively high
literary quality. Orthodoxy grew in importance as the decade wore
on, as the implications of the liberal choices became apparent, and as
the fragments of the exploded post-Versailles world began to settle
into a more readily recognizable structure.

SOME LIBERAL TRAILS THROUGH THE
IDEOLOGICAL JUNGLE OF THE DEPRESSION

The liberal press spoke with many tongues in the trough years of the
depression. Those who read it for information, advice and guidance
undoubtedly had constant choices to make among the ideological
wares on display there. The editors and the numerous contributors
struggled with the situation, but it remained largely unresolved. A
sizable segment of them decided to support Norman Thomas and
the Socialist Party in the 1932 election, but the Communist sup-
porters remained apart and kept up an unending chorus of raucous
criticism. At times their penetration of the liberal journals made it
difficult to distinguish their title pages from those of the Daily
Worker and the New Masses; a number of prolific contributors circu-
lated among liberal and Communist publications alike as a common
currency. There were in addition a small number of unclassified
figures familiar to readers of the liberal press who flirted with a
variety of sectarian movements and tendencies not in accord with the
recognized channels of the left. An examination of some of the promi-
nent voices in the gloom will provide partial illumination.

The clamor of the guides at the darkened crossroads in 1931-1932
was reaching its peak volume. In the latter year the major publishers
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turned loose a multi-volumed radical Baedeker, featuring Harry
Laidler’s Socialist Planning and a Socialist Program, Paul H. Doug-
las’s The Coming of a New Party, Vernon Calverton’s The Liberation
of American Literature, Waldo Frank’s Dawn in Russia, Joseph Free-
man’s The Soviet Worker, and G. D. H. Cole’s A Guide Through
World Chaos. But perhaps the most widely-read and persuasive of
these manuals was Stuart Chase’s 4 New Deal, of which one reviewer
declared, “Ten years ago it would have landed author and publisher
in jail.” ® Chase summarized the main arguments in this volume in
a series in the New Republic earlier in the summer of 1932 under
the title, “A New Deal for America.” Declared Chase: ¢

Both the implications of the current depression and the historical posi-
tion of the United States today, in respect to her slowing populating
curve and the passing of the frontier, call for a drastic change in our
economic system . . . Of one thing . . . I think we can be sure. What-
ever the change, it is going in the direction of more collectivism, more
social control of economic activity, more government “interference,” less
freedom for private business. . . . There is no other way to go. We can-
not stand still; the deflation will not permit it. We cannot go back to the
nineteenth century; the engineers have dynamited the bridges. . . . To
the left, three main routes branch. One of them we shall travel, but I do
not know which.

Chase’s “routes” were “the wild and stormy road of violent revolu-
tion,” Communism; “the stern, steelwalled road of a commercial dic-
tatorship, with political democracy swept down a gulley and consti-
tutional guarantees rolled flat,” his own definition of Fascism (there
were several others in liberal circles); while the third, which he
expressed preference for, was “the road of change within the broad
outlines of the law and of the American tradition, with many a
zooming curve, but safely banked.” Chase belonged to a small num-
ber of critics who interpreted Fascism as a form of leftism, in defiance
of the Red-oriented majority, whose own definition eventually was
to gain dominance. Chase conceded the Communists considered
Fascism ‘“‘the widest of wheels to the right,” but insisted that the
“acid test” of the matter was the factor of collectivism; “in real
fascism, Mussolini is the State: private business must bow to his
decree. He has demolished the doctrines of free competition almost
as completely as has Stalin.” A little further on he changed his defi-
nition of Fascism:

. a powerful group of businessmen and bankers supersede the govern-
ment—their corporation attorneys doubtless arranging a legal-sounding
charter, create new, gigantic monopolies and attack the problem of dis-
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tribution primarily with the purpose of furnishing sufficient customers
for the products of mass production.

This system, Chase concluded, was “detestable,” and the Commu-
nists were eminently sound in fighting the coming of such a “dicta-
torship.” But in his chiding of the Soviet protagonists, Chase indi-
cated his own degree of liberal know-nothingism toward the realities
of the Russian situation. He stated flatly that the Red experiment
in Russia was a success, and admitted his sympathy with the “direct
and single minded attack” which it represented; “I believe it to have
been necessary and inevitable in Russia. It may some day be inev-
itable in this country.”

There is probably no more concise statement of the predicament
facing the depression liberals than this one by Stuart Chase. In sum-
mary it included most of the elements of the problem: the conclusion
that some form of collectivism was inevitable; the expressed hope that
the form likely to emerge in America would be in harmony with non-
violent liberal socialist hopes, desires and theories; yet the powerful
attraction toward the Communists, while still insisting on physical
separation on the action level.

The statements and positions of other prominent liberals of Chase’s
stature show the same indecision and mixed attitudes. The reaction
to major Communist policy statements such as William Z. Foster’s
Toward a Soviet America, also published in 1932, merits attention.
Arthur Warner, reviewing it in the Nation, of which he was one of
the editors, did not even mention that Foster had made it quite plain
that the Communists intended to suppress and outlaw all other politi-
cal parties and interest groups upon winning out in America or any
other land. George Soule, in an extended New Republic review,”
expressed the liberal socialist view more sharply. The part of Foster’s
commentary on the American political scene which injured and
repelled Soule was the violent denunciation of all varieties of non-
Communist leftists and radicals, and the expressed determination to
liquidate all these elements. Said Soule, “To be a capitalist is, in
Communist eyes, regrettable, but beware of being a Fascist, and
beware most of all of being a Social Fascist.” This newly-created cate-
gory, in which the Soviet enthusiasts had bundled the socialists, syn-
dicalists, anarchists, and all manner of other independent radical and
unorthodox spirits, was the one in which the liberals had been
consigned, to their distress and sadness. Communists of Foster’s stamp
would surely have nothing to do with them; as Soule put it, “The
more closely one agrees with Mr. Foster without actually being a
Communist, the more bitterly he resents it.”

John Dewey, reviewing Thomas Woody’s New Minds: New Men?,
still another volume seeking to interpret the Soviet, published in
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1932, expressed the liberal socialist’s dilemma as to Red Russia. Of
Woody’s book, Dewey declared,®

It will perhaps command the confidence of those of us who have a gen-
uine interest in the Russian undertaking, who would like to see it succeed
in its ultimate aims, but retain enough of democratic faith to be skeptical
about the ruthlessness of its intellectual as well as its political measures.

Dewey recommended that those whom he described as “all our
recent literary converts to Communism” study the book carefully
until they had come to terms with all the implications of dictatorship.
If they wanted Communism without dictatorship, Dewey admon-
ished, “the most essential thinking” concerning the route necessary to
get to that state “still remains to be done.”

The heat generated by this clash was more intense than usual,
exacerbated by the bickerings of an election year, and being caught
in the no-man’s-land between the committed Communists and Social-
ists was a most uncomfortable sensation to quite a few liberals. Both
the Nation and New Republic sought to alleviate the pressure by
editorially endorsing Norman Thomas and the Socialist ticket,
despite all the unkind things their columns had carried about tradi-
tional Socialist politics. But this did not prevent an intermural argu-
ment between the New Republic and Heywood Broun of the Nation,
the latter better known through his syndicated column in the Scripps-
Howard newspapers. Broun, an intense Thomas partisan, irked his
liberal rivals by asserting that Foster and the Communists had made
great headway among them, and that their “haul” included “three
New Republic editors of assorted sizes,” one of whom they “‘threw
back.” “No New Republic editor is a Communist,” declared this
journal in an editorial denial a month before the election.® The
angry statement went on to say:

It is this sort of thing which keeps many intelligent persons, whether in
the labor movement or out of it, from wanting to affiliate themselves
closely with any of the groups which pretend to working class leadership
—without really having it.

What of the possibility of another political party, in which the lib-
erals might find more congenial circumstances and presumably more
chance of expressing themselves both through policy-making and
action? Such yearnings were expressed by Paul Douglas, whose The
Coming of a New Party, with a foreword by John Dewey, and pub-
lished in the summer of 1932, was virtually a campaign document of
an out-elite whose interest in the pending presidential election was
just slightly more than lukewarm in fervor. Given an enthusiastic
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full-page review in the New Republic by Robert Morss Lovett,
Douglas’s book called for a planned economy under the direction of a
newly-constructed party with none of the limitations of the two big
parties or the two prominent unorthodox groupings. He expressed
the conviction that neither of the two major parties could ever direct
a planned system, and hinted dramatically that the continuation of
the impasse then existing might easily lead to another American
revolution.®

A welter of confused calls from other established and budding
oracles could be heard. Marxians debated the purity of their various
testaments; a bitter exchange occurred in the pages of the New
Republic in the summer of 1932 between Sidney Hook, Robert
Briffault and Ashley-Montagu, with Hook insisting that his views
were “in conformity with the Marxist philosophy,” but disclaiming
membership in the Communist Party.!* Hook agreed with Briffault
that liberalism was ‘‘contradictory, hypocritical, antiquated and
futile,” but frowned on the latter’s eagerness for executions; ‘“Mr.
Briffault’s brand of Communism is uniquely his own.” 2 Reviewing
Briffault’s contribution in the symposium edited by Samuel D.
Schmalhausen, Recovery Through Revolution, Hook rejected Brif-
fault’s call for ““a considerable liquidation of irrationalists” as a
prelude to the coming of the social and intellectual revolution.
Judged Hook, “When intellectuals go gaga they believe that all prob-
lems can be solved by the argumentum ad baculum—the argument
from the big stick.” Hook’s vulnerability to this argument was
revealed years later.

Reinhold Niebubhr, from the fastnesses of Union Theological Semi-
nary, was of slightly different mind, in his Moral Man and Immoral
Society. John Chamberlain, who reviewed it favorably early in 1933
in the Nation, revealed Niebuhr’s thesis to be that ‘““violence per se”
was ‘‘not necessarily immoral,” provided that it led “to a greater
measure of justice in the world.” Chamberlain summarized it
thusly: 13

Mr. Niebuhr comes to a final distinction: that violence is not justified in
the guise of imperialist war, but may be resorted to by oppressed minori-
ties and by the disinherited of the class struggle if peaceful suasion notori-
ously fails to work. It comes a little hard for Mr. Niebuhr to admit that
the end sometimes justifies the means; this time for violence he leaves to
the conscience and intelligence of revolutionary strategists. . .

Niebuhr’s stamp of approval upon violence provided it was made
recourse to under the special conditions he mentioned did not take
into account the ease by which special pleading might divert such
licit violence into the channels of national wars once more, and that
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there is no end to carefully worded arguments suggesting the prac-
ticability of suspending ends-and-means judgments temporarily, in
order to prove the value of just one tiny execution. That the liberals
could not blend viewpoints such as these and the pacifism and dis-
armament they espoused so strongly will be demonstrated subse-
quently.

Among the independent and not easily classified critics to whom
the pages of the liberal press were open, the figure of Lawrence
Dennis stands out. Dennis, a one-time diplomat and latterly employed
by New York brokerage firms, emerged as a serious student of the
excesses of American financiers as early as November, 1930, when
the New Republic ran a series of articles by him revealing the degree
to which American investors had been defrauded as a result of being
coaxed into buying huge quantities of dubious foreign bonds on
which the issuing governments had abruptly defaulted. The liberal
journals had followed this affair steadily, and Dennis’ prestige
increased in the field of financial writing after he appeared as a wit-
ness before a Senate Finance Committee investigation of these fraudu-
lent bond scandals in January of 19g2.!* Dennis was featured a num-
ber of times in both the Nation and New Republic in subsequent
years both as the author of articles on money and finance, and as a
reviewer of books on the subject.!® Dennis’ first book, Is Capitalism
Doomed?, published in the late spring of 1932, got extended reviews
in both journals, that by Maxwell S. Stewart in the Nation being
especially enthusiastic. George Sinclair Mitchell in the New Repub-
lic was more restrained.® Dennis’ theory that the ills of capitalism
were largely due to erroneous practices which might be rectified by
the adoption of better procedures, even if it meant the steadily
increased power of the central government, especially in the admin-
istration of banking and credit, did not arouse the liberal elements
which were inclined to favor a sweeping, wholesale change in the
system. Dennis did not use the Marxian terminology familiar to most
liberals, even if Stewart had referred to his central thesis as a “twen-
tieth century version of Karl Marx.” But Dennis did not indulge in
grandiose apocalyptic condemnation nor recommend execution or
any other method of disposing of a select group of personal demons.
His favorable references toward the desirability of substituting “some
form of state capitalism” for the existing one was a message which
eventually brought him into sharp conflict with the Communists,
partially brought on by Communist resentment at the implication
that the Soviet Union was one form of state capitalism in action. By
the spring of 1934 the Communists considered him a sufficiently for-
midable enough antagonist to bill him as the “Leader of Fascism in
America” in a debate with Clarence A. Hathaway, then editor of the
Daily Worker.'" It probably was disconcerting to some liberal circles
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to learn that they had been promoting the ideas of such a presumably
ideological opponent, but the level of confusion being what it was,
there was room for generous margins of error. Furthermore, when it
came to the definition of Fascism and who the Fascists were, the lib-
erals worked an area where most of the definitions were supplied by
the Communists. The subject matter apparently had numerous
vague lacunae, however, judging from the varying dicta advanced as
criteria for concluding that Fascism was present.

THE COMMUNISTS AND LIBERALS
SEEK A DEFINITION OF FASCISM

No word appeared in the liberal press during the early depression
years more frequently than “fascist” or “fascism.” The entrenchment
of the German, Italian and Japanese totalitarianisms subsequently
immensely stimulated their vogue, until by the end of the decade these
words no longer denoted anything specific; they had been reduced to
verbal reflexes. Defining Fascism became virtually a major indoor and
outdoor sport, with many folk trying their hand at divining its central
meaning and basic structure and dynamism. But in the liberal press
the pro-Soviet contingent supplied by far the major proportion of
the answers.

It is of some significance that the editors of the New Republic did
not assign the Dugdale abridged translation of Adolf Hitler's Mein
Kampf to aliberal for review, but to John Strachey, the British aristo-
crat Marxist whose commitment to the Soviet Union was rather more
than nominal. Similarly, the Nation assigned Strachey to review
Fausto Pitigliano’s The Italian Corporative State, one of the most
exhaustive and persuasive English language studies seeking to explain
Mussolini’s Italy in a favorable context. Strachey’s attack on this book
was one of the longest and most bitter to be seen in the liberal press
in that time.!’® Another widely self-advertised Marxian disciple,
George F. Novack, similarly demolished Pitigliano for the New
Republic. Other books such as Lothrop Stoddard’s Clashing Tides
of Color became the back-drop for veritable Communist versus
Fascist morality plays, as in the case of the Marxian sociologist Bern-
hard J. Stern’s review in the New Republic.*®

Italian Fascism was interpreted variously; it was a “dictatorship,”
and Novack defined this as “the political form of the rule of monop-
oly capital.” Such a dictatorship existed as a result of crushing the
class-conscious proletarians and persevered by “‘maintaining its power
over the working class by force and terror.” Another popular gambit
was the assumption that fascism consisted simply of the capture of the
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machinery of the State by the “upper class.” Who had controlled it
before that was not considered worthy of mention. The most obvious
defect in these definitions was the discrepancy between the theory
of the capture of the State by the single condottiere-adventurer and
his conduct of public affairs in the intensely personal manner of the
well-known Latin American caudillo, the impression one would
gather from Chase at one stage, and the alternative interpretation of
fascism as a system resulting from the capture of the State by a grim,
hard-eyed financial-commercial-industrial combine, running public
affairs and the economy for their own benefit and keeping a heavy
hand upon the national scene in order to stifle any revolt in its cradle.

Still another interpretation of Fascism gained credence, one which
obtained wide broadcast by some Socialists. Instead of the bleak
vision of a dictature by Big Business, here was conjured up a spectacle
of a ruined, poverty-ridden and desperately angry middle class, vic-
tims of the World War and the subsequent dislocations of the follow-
ing decade. A totalitarian order dominated by this group, with a
vague program made up of a hash of populism, nationalism, hostility
to unionized labor and other elements not too clearly discerned, re-
sembled a sort of retaliatory lumpen-bourgeoisie mishandling public
affairs more than a powerful plutocratic clique interested in extend-
ing and crystallizing their power. Eventually, both these were blended
and day-to-day action explained by appealing to one or the other of
these interpretations, whichever one happened to be the most plau-
sible on the occasion at hand.

One of the critical issues involved hinged on the definition of a
dictatorship. Communist and near-Communist attackers of Fascism
started from the unmentioned and presumably taken-for-granted
assumption that Russia did not come under this category. There was
never the slightest breath from Communists disparaging Fascism that
terrorism and rigid policing were social realities observable in the
workings of the Soviet. Fascism was subjected to vast abuse for its sup-
pression of opposition political parties, yet the similarity of Com-
munist practice was not a subject for comment to present before the
passive liberal audience accepting Communist opinion on the nature
of Fascism. It made it easy to conclude that the rival totalitarianisms
were vastly different, that the only threat to liberal democracy was the
Fascist variety, and that there could be security in their desire to
believe that Communism was a branch of humanitarianism in
politics.

An earlier Communist definition of Fascism as a particularly degen-
erate form of capitalism, inevitably doomed to imminent collapse
because of the crushing inner contradictions it harbored, appealed to
liberals immensely. It implied that watchful waiting was about all
that would be necessary as an attitude prior to the coming of the day
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when the order of things might be fashioned more after the convic-
tions of its enemies. That the resources of four fifths of the planet
eventually had to be mobilized to bring Fascism down to defeat from
the outside is a measure of the faulty prediction powers of the Com-
munists and the Socialist liberals.

In all the Communist denunciations of Fascism, a number of which
were specifically fabricated for liberal consumption, the fact that
these regimes were vigorously anti-Communist received widely-varied
treatment. On one occasion it might not even be mentioned, on
another it might obtain great stress. There can be little doubt that
Soviet well-wishers were gravely repelled by this factor. It may also
partially explain Communist impatience and distaste for the wide
assortment of folk representing dissatisfied and rebellious sentiments
and views but still unable to see the Communist path as the solution
to the “‘social problem.” Non-Communist programs were all potential
Fascist programs. Hence the “Social Fascist” label and the bitter doc-
trinal disputes. Yet, for all the unhappiness created in liberal ranks
by this Communist insistence on unconditional yielding to Commu-
nist direction in thought as well as action, there was a general accept-
ance of the definition of Fascism by way of the Communist press and
spokesmen. The Communists were the clear winners on this sector
of the ideological front. The liberal, parliamentary democratic, social-
istically-inclined centers eventually joined hands with the Commu-
nists to destroy Fascism, a factor of serious import in attempting to
understand the American liberal world view. A rash of re-affirmations
of the established Communist definition of Fascism appeared in print
in the first two years of Hitler’s regime in Germany, accepted at face
value by the liberal editors, and usually assigned to known fellow-
travellers for review, as in the case of the British Communist R.
Palme Dutt’s Fascism and the Social Revolution, which Norbert
Guterman described without reservation in the New Republic of
January 16, 1935, as a completely faithful picture of Fascist theory.20
A more detailed examination will be in order when Russo-German
affairs come under analysis.

There can be little doubt that all the dictatorial developments in
Europe and Asia represented a marked movement away from liberal
ways. An occasional voice in the liberal press noted this with some
degree of impartiality, and yearned to have some explanation of
these phenomena which rose above the partisan groove. Such a com-
mentary was that of Henry G. Alsberg, reviewing H. Hessell Tilt-
man’s Terror in Europe in the New Republic in the summer of
1932. Tiltman’s cursory and popular survey of all the dictatorships
then in business in Europe prompted Alsberg to declare, “The
period for the muckraking of dictatorships is over. Today we should
like to be told how the drift away from democratic institutions hap-
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pened, and why, and by what means the dictatorships came into
power. We should like to know what deeper popular currents, if any,
encouraged the new drift away from liberalism.” Alsberg insisted that
all the dictatorships, Russia included, demonstrated marked simi-
larities, and that the time had come for a “political philosopher” “to
classify these universal phenomena of tyranny and deduce some
general principles for them.” “We have wasted enough moral indig-
nation upon dictatorship,” Alsberg insisted; “The time has come for
a little scientific investigation.” #

The liberal press as an organ devoted to impartial and substantial
critiques of all dictatorships might have provided a service to the
nation and the world of inestimable value. But Alsberg’s desires were
not to be realized. A group was already firmly entrenched in the lib-
eral papers which refused to even mention the word ‘““dictatorship”
in the same breath with the Soviet Union. From this camp the mod-
erates took their cue. On the home scene this lopsided preoccupation
developed into a virtual neurosis. Like guinea hens panicked by the
shadow of a piece of newspaper blowing across the farmyard they
reacted vociferously to any domestic situation which even faintly
seemed to possess the characteristics of Fascism as outlined in some
variety of Communist rhetoric.

One need only examine the skirmish in the New Republic in the
fall of 1932 stirred up by the professed Socialist Nathaniel Weyl and
the amorphous ““Khaki Shirts,” whose spokesmen, one of whom
was Gardner Jackson, denied vehemently Weyl’s charge that they
represented a group of adventurers preparing to pull a Fascist coup.??
In December, 1933, with the Hitler regime in full control in Ger-
many, came one of the first comprehensive examinations of Ameri-
can Fascist organizations (by Harold Loeb and Selden Rodman)
from the leftist point of view published by a liberal organ, and it
ended with the conclusion that a Fascist takeover was just around the
corner; “The development of a powerful radical movement is prob-
ably the only thing that can save this country from eventually going
the way of Western Europe.” 22 What might prevent the nation from
going the way of Eastern Europe was not prescribed.

The more astute of the liberals who had not capitulated to the Com-
munists but who on occasion pirouetted about the Soviet ideal were
far more sophisticated than this. Stuart Chase ranked high here. He
ignored the camp which trembled before the antics of spectacular cults
of multi-hued shirt-wearers, and strove to explain the nature of the
American business community, its probable strategy and tactics, and
his reasons for believing it eminently unsuitable to set up a system in
which the economic outlines of Fascism might be discerned. In the
second of his series of articles in the summer of 1932 titled “A New
Deal for America,” 2* Chase deprecated the Communist view of a
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native Fascist regime conducting “an economy of scarcity with goug-
ing land-owners, robber-barons and bloated misers all complete.”
This was a fantastic caricature of the likely American “black dictator-
ship,” said Chase. The engineers and mass production techniques had
destroyed all possibility of such a nightmare world here. What was
more likely was a Big Business junta composed of “‘the more dynamic
of our bankers, industrialists and merchants,” putting into shape a
form of collectivism which would find all economic enterprises
shaped into a “series of gigantic trusts,” with full control of money
and production, and faced primarily with the chore of remodeling
the “processes of distribution.” Given these circumstances, it was a
physical impossibility to set up a social system based on meager
incomes and pinched material existence. The technical system was
poised to drown the land in goods, and it was the problem of these
managers to find a way to circulate these goods so that a tolerable
degree of social order might result. Reasoned Chase:

The junta will be greedy as any medieval baron, but reasonable prosperity
for the masses furnishes more scope for private wealth and conspicuous
consumption than all the methods of gouging practiced for ten thousand
years. The principle is simple. You can get more money from a man who
has money than from one who has not. . . . The black battalions, if they
desire big money, must in their peculiar way solve the problem of distri-
bution, balance mass production against mass consumption, keep the
profits small per unit, which means huge profits on ten million units,
flowing steadily into their great monopolies and combines.

America’s likely Fascist “‘black battalion,” said Chase, wanted to
escape the business cycle as much as anyone else, radicals or unem-
ployed; “there is no money to be made out of a jobless man; indeed,
the reverse: he has to be provided with a flophouse and soup.” To do
these things “they must control the currency, new investment, wage
rates, speculation. The farther they went along these lines the more
they would approach to a functional economy.” And “the final objec-
tive,” Chase advanced, “would be a subservient, inarticulate but rea-
sonably prosperous mass of consumers and workers, catering to a
small group of Olympian spenders.”” Sales resistance would have to be
broken down systematically; the schools could be used for the large
scale “education of consumers.” “We would be deluged with stuff,”
Chase concluded; “We should be as regimented and standardized as
so many slot machines; our books, our art, our recreation would be
fed to us on the slot-machine formula.”

As to the possibilities of such a system becoming established, Chase
felt there was little chance. He based his approach on the conclusion
that there was no “class solidarity” nor “sense of state” among the
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men most likely to bring this about. America had not developed a
“class capable of exercising dictatorial powers”; the feudal ancestors
had been such a group, but here in America, “‘the pioneer outlook
and the devil-take-the-hindmost habits of a commercial civilization
had killed the traditions of the man on horseback.” The collisions of
interest among the financial, industrial and commercial forces would
prevent any such order from becoming entrenched. “The whole class
is riven with internal dissensions,” Chase explained; ‘“Who is to com-
pose these differences?” He could see no one with the requisite quali-
fications. The Communists might suggest that the “master owning
class” was capable, but Chase questioned the whole theory; “I simply
ask whether it has unity and the traditions of organized political
power.” The owners were not prepared or trained for this exigency;
“Caesars need a broader education.”

Chase wound up his comprehensive examination of the problem by
hazarding what might eventuate in the light of American conditions:

The most we can expect on this road is a temporary compromise dictator-
ship forced by the present crisis, in which certain bankers and business-
men combine with government officials and a labor leader or two, to set
up a steering committee whose watchword will be normalcy at the earliest
possible moment—normalcy and disbandment as sudden as that of 1919,
when the dollar-a-year men from the Council of National Defense packed
their bags.

Throughout this entire dissertation, probably the most comprehen-
sive liberal speculation on the likelihood of a native Fascism up to
that time, Chase never once mentioned America’s relation to the rest
of the world or recourse to war as a source of dynamism for stirring
the wheels of the economic system into a healthy whir again.
Numerous other figures in high circles in liberal journalism
essayed definitions of Fascism for the enlightenment, and often con-
fusion, of the readers. Louis Fischer, in his remarkable defense of the
Soviet Union in the Nation of April 4, 1934, titled “Fascism and
Bolshevism,” insisted that ‘““The first law of Fascist regimes is class
collaboration,” and that “the Fascists’ chief weapon of offense is the
stifling of the class war and the spreading of nationalist in place of
class doctrine.” 2> Raymond Gram Swing, an editor of the Nation
in these times, provided a most succinct definition, in a form remi-
niscent of government handbooks for the busy in his widely-sold
book Forerunners of American Fascism,?® ““A reorganization of soci-
ety to maintain an unequal distribution of economic power by
undemocratic means.” This definition fitted in well with the current
liberal credo that it was not evil if an unequal distribution of eco-
nomic power were brought about by the “democratic” means of the
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“working class majority,” since critical intelligence and other lofty
qualities were considered to be the prerogative of factory workers
and small dirt farmers, and only occasionally found among the “mid-
dle classes,” the repository of “Fascist” impulses. This was the obvious
intent in the reasoning of a New Republic editorial on a radio
address by General Hugh S. Johnson in 1933 to the American Fed-
eration of Labor, in which he outlined the Administration’s labor
policy under the National Recovery Administration. The editors
then suggested that this policy threatened “a rapid drift toward the
worst feature of Fascism,” which they defined as “a labor movement
fettered by the state, forbidden to strike, and subjected, on the plea
that the ‘public’ interest is dominant, to profit-making employers.”

But the definition of Fascism continued to evolve in the sub-
sequent years, with the liberal economic analyst Eliot Janeway pro-
ducing one of the more alarming outlines early in 1939. “The eco-
nomic institutions of Fascism may be briefly summarized,” Janeway
declared; 27

First, the Government becomes the chief customer of industry. Second,
because the orders it places are for specialized and ever more efficient
equipment and materials, they soon outrun industry’s capacity. The Gov-
ernment becomes the financier for this expansion. Then, as in the way of
most financiers, it begins to share control and actual ownership of indus-
try with the industrialists.

The main message of this report seemed to be, however, that rather
than deviating, the economies of the capitalist, Communist and
Fascist states all appeared to be moving in the same direction in vary-
ing degrees, and that the Communists had already achieved the ulti-
mate in “Fascist” economic organization, by Janeway’s definition.
And he had partially achieved what Chase had not considered,
namely, an examination of the relation of government policy to the
economy which in itself made irrelevant a vast part of all the pro-
Russian-Marxist theorizing about Fascism in the previous decade.
Liberal commitments to World War One disillusionment and
revision, disarmament and pacifism precluded any sustained intel-
lectual effort in which war figured to any degree of prominence, at
this time. If discussed at all, it was in the Marxian context of “impe-
rialist war,” an incantation of invidiousness of such breadth as to
take the subject into the realm of the emotions completely and
inhibit examination on a comprehensive level. Some Marxian-
flavored liberal thinking on war was in transition, and was about to
discover the munitions-maker as a substitute for the diplomat as the
primary agent responsible for opening the sluice gates of war. A
separate treatment is in order for this phase of liberal thought and
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introspection. But a case study can be made of the result of the inter-
twinings of liberal thinking on Fascism and war, considered in rela-
tion to the catalytic function performed by the Communists.

L’'AFFAIRE MACLEISH: A CASE STUDY

Early in 1932 the poet-intellectual Archibald MacLeish published a
long poem titled Conquistador, largely based on Spanish experiences
in the Western Hemisphere in the sixteenth century, a comfortably-
remote day from the anxious times then perturbing the nation and
the world. In his long review of this work, Allen Tate commented
upon how much the author seemed indebted to Ezra Pound. Tate
was just one of a number of other liberal critics who were impressed
by MacLeish’s averred stylistic dependence upon Pound. Eda Lou
Walton repeated it in the Nation in January, 1934 when reviewing
his Poems, 1924—1933, while in April, 1986 in the same publication
Philip Blair Rice, reviewing MacLeish’s Public Speech, was impelled
to note of the work that “the falling rhythms which MacLeish took
over from Pound’s Cantos still predominate.” 28

A number of additional restrained comments came from various
quarters, and there followed a new chapter in the long controversy
already underway in the liberal journals as to the nature and interre-
lation of the arts, poetry and social action and political participation
in the current scene. MacLeish’s position in this battle of words was
one of standing fast by his contention that the poet was under no
obligation to take part in politics, or social criticism; his ideal was an
aloof location where the poet might be respected as a “literary mas-
ter-worker,” and not required to pay homage to any camp in the
social struggle. At a time when a concerted effort was being made to
mobilize all those who had anything to do with the written or spoken
word and to array them somewhere on the politico-social front line,
MacLeish’s sharp cry on behalf of the validity of signing a separate
peace drew loud and angry responses in the superconscious liberal
ranks.

In the issue for October 26, 1932 the New Republic precipitated
the quarrel by publishing MacLeish’s poem “Invocation to the Social
Muse,” an urgent message on behalf of his stand in versified form.
The fourth stanza spoke as follows: “poets Fraulein are persons of
known vocation following troops; they must sleep with stragglers
from either prince and of both views: the rules permit them to fur-
ther the business of neither.” The concluding line asked querulously,
“Is it just to demand of us also to bear arms?” 2°

For the next four months brickbats continued to fall upon the
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author in the letters to the editor department. One reader dismissed
it as “double talk”; a particularly distracted correspondent lashed at
it as “sickly, sentimental, self-pitying, self-dramatizing nonsense.” 3°
The Communistically-inclined were especially outraged by it, and the
ensuing result was a heated debate between MacLeish and the
Marxians of all hues. To keep the situation ablaze the New Republic
late in December published MacLeish’s article “The Social Cant,” a
massive attack on Marxism and all its fundamental assumptions.
Again MacLeish entered his assertion on behalf of the unattached
poet living apart from the controversies of his own day. The Com-
munists were wrong, said the poet-under-fire, in insisting that all
poetry be entered in the lists on behalf of the Revolution: 3!

So long as the critics write and read and think in the vocabulary of
Marxian dialectic they will fumble the meaning of poetry written in the
vocabulary of poetry. And the fact that a poem purports to deal with the
events of another century will be to them convincing proof that it has
nothing to say to the events of this. The only point worth making in that
connection is that contemporary poets have for the most part honorably
continued to write poetry and refused to be herded with the sheep.

From this point on, and into the next two years, MacLeish had
antagonists to spare. The Communists hammered him constantly
with the accusation of favoritism toward Fascist sentiments, a charge
ultimately taken up by liberals and the liberal press. Two acrimoni-
ous exchanges in particular are worth documenting. The first oc-
curred in the summer of 1933, after John Day had published Mac-
Leish’s verses titled Frescoes for Mr. Rockefeller's City. The New
Republic stirred up a storm by engaging the Communist literary
beacon light Michael Gold to review it, preceding Gold’s review with
a brief statement to the effect that Gold was a Communist and “‘con-
vinced of the political significance of poetry and of the arts in gen-
eral,” while MacLeish was known “as a holder of diametrically
opposed views.” Neither of the men needed introduction to habitual
readers of the journal, but it provided Gold with a fine platform
from which to launch a blistering attack on MacLeish, titled “Out
of the Fascist Unconscious.” 32 His opening salvo had the finesse of a
flame thrower:

It has been piously said, there can be no fascism in America. But signs
appear in the political sky, and Hitler’s program, somewhat veiled in
caulks and mysteries of the poetic womb, may also be discerned in these
latest verses of Archibald MacLeish.

“Mystic nationalism,” charged Gold, was “the first stage of the true
fascist mind,” and Frescoes contained it in abundance. In America,
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with its numerous racial groups, the substitute for race as a rallying
point was nationalistic geography, which Gold maintained MacLeish
exploited to the full. Still another indication of the poet’s “fascist
mission” was his “contempt for Marxists, Jews and those disturbed
intellectuals who recently have taken the road to the political left.”

One need not be confused by MacLeish’s ferocious attack on Amer-
ica’s legendary financiers; it was a typical Fascist response, “the revolt
of the lower middle class, a cruel and futile rage of little traders who
have been wiped out.” Remarked Gold, “He hates the Harrimans,
Vanderbilts and Morgans who ‘screwed America gaunt and scrawny
with their seven year panics,” but no more than Hitler attacked
finance in Germany. The role he wished them to play was that of
heroes, like the pioneers and founding fathers, and found nothing
but disappointment in their conduct thus far.” MacLeish might only
be an “unconscious fascist,” Gold observed, “‘but it is curious that he
has lyricized the major attitudes of German and Italian fascists.”
Especially distasteful was his handling of labor, again typically Fascist:
loud praise of work and workers in what they had contributed toward
building the nation, but hostility toward those who had become
“class-conscious.”

The conclusion of Gold’s assault reached an impressive level of
scorn:

The device of contrasting images is much favored by Mr. MacLeish. This
technique in poetry was originated by Ezra Pound; T. S. Eliot made it
popular; now it is the property of every college literary snobling. It is also
the favorite device of political reactionaries.

The Nation’s reviewer of Frescoes, who took it up two weeks after
Gold had conducted his aggravated assault on it, struggled not to call
MacLeish a Fascist, and ended up by labeling him a “traditionalist”
and a “patrician,” while professing great shock at his “violent con-
tempt for Communism.” 33

Carl Sandburg felt so outraged by Gold’s imputation of an anti-
Jewish bias to MacLeish that he wrote a sharp letter in rejoinder
which the New Republic printed late in August. After defending
the Frescoes as “‘great poetry,” he cited Jewish friends who had read
the work with pleasure and without offense, terminating his tribute
to the author by imputing paranoid tendencies to the critic.3*

Gold had the apparent last word with a letter in self-defense early
in January of 1934, repeating his charge that “Archibald MacLeish in
his political pamphlet-poem displayed all the stigmata of one who
was blindly drifting toward fascism,” and insisted that no one had
bothered to meet that challenge. In response to MacLeish’s reaction
after the review that Gold was “badly frightened,” the latter replied
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now, “Yes, I am, but not for the reasons he enumerates. I, like many
others, fear the specter of American fascism. We see it looming in the
persons of NIRA, and in the minds of groping intellectuals like Mr.
MacLeish.” In challenging MacLeish to respond once more to this
original assertion, Gold demanded MacLeish state his position.?®

The New Republic was not through with it at this point. John
Strachey renewed Gold’s charge that Frescoes contained ‘‘strong
traces of the fascist unconscious” in his book Literature and Dia-
lectical Materialism,® and Cowley, reviewing it in January, 1935,
emphatically supported this view with the observation that Strachey
“proved it beyond a doubt.” Philip Blair Rice, in the Nation in the
same month, in a long article discussing what was going on in poetical
circles “since our poets began their rather vertiginous scramble down
from the ivory tower into the depths of the mine pit,” a gratuitous
reference to the proletarian fad then gaining favor among former
withdrawn academics, was not so harsh. He absolved MacLeish of the
Marxian charge that Frescoes was “an American version of the hymn
to Horst Wessel,” the hero of National Socialist Germany; “it is no
more fascist than a Fourth of July oration by an Iowa Congressman
with a slight leaning toward the Ku Klux Klan.” However, Rice was
not particularly impressed by MacLeish in his work on contemporary
themes; “When he approaches his own time he becomes abusive and
incoherent.” 3" But Rice had no inkling as to what was to come in the
next six years, the extended Marxian courtship of 19351938, and the
alarmed season as intellectual mobilizer of war attitudes in 1939—
1941.

In reality, MacLeish was already abandoning his indifference to the
politics of his day, regardless of his expressed choice for that attitude.
Months before the famous Frescoes trial-by-battle, he had published
in the New Republic a major unfavorable criticism of technocracy,®®
and in the issue of September 20, 1933, while the furor caused by the
clash with Gold was still simmering, came into a head-on collision
with one of the most active of the same journal’s editors, Malcolm
Cowley. The issue here was still another poem by MacLeish, ““Lines
for an Interment,” and his critical review of Lawrence Stallings’ The
First World War, which stung Cowley into an immediate response,
and a heated exchange followed two weeks later.

Cowley was more concerned with MacLeish’s attitude toward the
World War as expressed in his review of the Stallings book than he
was over the well-worn controversies, where he tended to sympathize
with MacLeish’s viewpoint. But on the matter of the War, there was
a wide gap. MacLeish insisted that it was a distortion of the truth for
Stallings to omit any attention to the dead of the war except to
include pictures of their corpses. In this way the book became a more
powerful piece of propaganda against war, but the failure to present
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the dead in terms of what they thought at the time they were fighting
MacLeish thought was “morally dangerous.” Involved here was the
widespread conviction among the largest part of both liberals and
non-liberals alike that the first World War was an almost total failure
insofar as the achievement of the goals for which it was professedly
fought. MacLeish sought at this juncture to deal with the matter sub-
jectively, and confine such judgments to the case of each of the indi-
vidual dead. Cowley, at the time the review was published, had added
a comment of his own upbraiding MacLeish for seeing anything good
coming out of the struggle, and remarking at one point, with respect
to the slain, “They died bravely, they died in vain.” In a second
round on the subject, MacLeish once more reverted to the original
contention, chiding Cowley for his harsh criticism: 3°

Obviously you and I, alive in the year 1938 and looking back—obviously
we can say in your fine phrase: “they died bravely, they died in vain.”
Every economic consideration proves they died in vain. But what, I de-
mand of you as poet, not as editor, what is vanity in death? . . . Is it
perhaps conceivable that the measure of vanity in a man’s death is to be
found not afterwards in a history which to him has no existence, but
presently in the circumstances in which his death is met? Is it perhaps con-
ceivable that to die generously and in loyalty to a believed-in cause is not,
regardless of the success of that cause, regardless even of its validity, to die
in vain?

Cowley was unimpressed with this evaluation and although insist-
ing that their mutual differences were largely a matter of emphasis,
he implied that MacLeish was not interested in really examining
what the fighting men had actually thought while under combat con-
ditions. Cowley maintained that the “‘believed-in cause” was largely
a state of mind induced by heavy doses of propaganda before even
leaving the country for the battle zones, and that it was mainly the
officer strata that felt that way, the element he and MacLeish were
actually acquainted with, he reminded the latter: #°

Our friends (in the officers’ training camps) soon became patriots; they
believed in four minute speeches; they marched to the front convinced
they were fighting for Democracy, that they were risking death to remove
the menace of the German Beast, to protect their own land from the rape
of the invader. You and I know they felt pretty good about it.

That Cowley had nothing but contempt for this now was impos-
sible to conceal; the capitalizations alone expressed his ironic attitude
to the sloganeering of the war days. But he lost no time reviewing
for MacLeish’s benefit the fact that the dead in battle were princi-
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pally common soldiers, most of whom served long enough to “lose
whatever exhilaration they may have felt in the beginning,” and the
residue in most of the cases was “a dead nausea and the hope that it
would be soon over,” and they would be able to get home at worst
only partially mutilated. He called to mind the mutinies, and
described his own experiences with a battalion of French Chasseurs
that had done exactly that, only to have their leaders shot and them-
selves driven back to the front, where, Cowley said, they fought “with
the spirit of steers driven into the abattoir.” Regardless of their indi-
vidual attitudes, they and the others were killed; ‘‘Patriotism, love
of danger, fear, boredom, disgust—all the things that went on in their
heads didn’t matter. . . . presently they became the things Stallings
shows in his photographs.”

So, Cowley went on, “We can say that they died generously and in
loyalty to a believed-in cause . . . or we can say, measuring their
aspirations against the world which their efforts helped to produce,
that they died for an illusion, died in vain.” The former observation
might be “true,” but the latter was “terribly true.”

Cowley concluded his dissection of MacLeish’s argument by asking
him what he was doing to help prevent the coming of another war;
“The real issue between us is, how shall we regard the dead of the
next war?”’ If phrased that way, there was a “gulf of opposed mean-
ings” involved in their respective cases: !

For, if we emphasize the useless deaths of the last war, we can be certain
of our attitude toward the next. But if, on the other hand, we emphasize
the happy illusions of these men who died defending their country—from
whom?—and saving democracy—from what?—then we can look forward
more or less calmly to the battles in which other generous and loyal
men . . . will die in the same courageous fashion. We may even come to
share the illusions of the dead, and we shall in any case defend the system
which makes the next war as inevitable as tomorrow.

MacLeish did not respond to Cowley’s call, but in March of 1934,
when the magazine Fortune published its sensational article on the
armament makers and argued so vigorously between the lines for
peace, the New Republic opined that in view of the fact that Mac-
Leish was an editor of this publication, “Arms and the Men” repre-
sented the first dividend resulting from Cowley’s sobering proposi-
tion of five months earlier.*?

The Nation assumed he had written it, and included him on their
“Honor Roll for 1934” as its author, but in a letter to the editors
published in January, 1935 he absolved himself from responsibility,
while admitting that he “should very much like to claim the credit
which the newspapers have given me.” MacLeish credited associate
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editor Eric Hodgkins with being responsible for organizing the work,
adding, “That the publication of the article had my fullest and most
enthusiastic approval goes, I hope, without saying.” He was especially
pleased that the Nation thought so highly of this attack on the muni-
tions business; “We are proud indeed to have your approval so pub-
licly expressed.” 43

The personal answer to Cowley was begun two months later, with
the benefit performance of MacLeish’s play Panic before an audience
consisting mainly of the supporters and readers of the Marxian New
Theatre and New Masses. Cowley in review expressed the satisfaction
that the much-attacked poet “is coming down from his tower,” and
lauded the leap to the proletarian theme.** V. J. Jerome in the New
Masses in April went far beyond this modest praise, hailed MacLeish
as ““America’s most splendid singer” who clearly saw “the decline of
capitalism and its inevitable fall.” Jerome’s ecstatic review predicted,
“I think the play we have seen this evening justifies us in expecting
to see him advance from his present point of transition. . . . to sing
the epic of the proletariat advancing through day-to-day struggle to
power,” ¥ and MacLeish’s frequent articles in New Masses the next
two years were evidence that he had joined the Marxist literary picket
line.1¢

The full seal of Communist approval came in March, 1936 when
Isador Schneider, a New Masses editor, reviewed Public Speech. Mac-
Leish had now performed a full turn in the estimate of Marxist
America since the hostile abuse by Gold in 1932.4” Cowley noted
with high approval MacLeish’s politicalization in his review of Public
Speech in the New Republic for April 1, 1936. “Everywhere the poet
suggests his hatred of Fascism,” Cowley reported with satisfaction. Of
course, MacLeish’s enlistment in the class war did not answer Cow-
ley’s question as to where he stood in the matter of the “next” war,
and Cowley was hardly interested during the Popular Front era. This
did not come until 1940, by which time MacLeish’s flirtation with
the Communists had cooled, and his enrollment in the opinion-
making brigades of the war-bound New Deal had ensued. His The
Irresponsibles, chiding a new generation for its lack of enthusiasm
for another great global fray, once more brought to mind the mental
state he reflected in 1932.

The opinions, views and beliefs of Archibald MacLeish will be
followed further, as he represents one of the most important examples
of the transformation which turned liberalism inside out on the sub-
ject of war and peace in America. His is one of the most striking
case studies of a quondam critic emerging in less than ten years as
one of the most vociferous advocates of participation in war once
more.

The private struggle of Archibald MacLeish with the liberal press
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and its varied ideological figures is one facet of the flavor of the times.
As a separate capsule it involves virtually all the contentious and
controversial matters perturbing the liberal intellectual scene, as the
jerry-built world of Versailles was beginning to totter and as the
world and national catastrophes exerted their respective influences to
gain the upper position in the consideration of the liberal intel-
lectuals. A closer look at the domestic political scene is in order, as
an additional signpost leading to an understanding of the liberal
world view.
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THE LIBERALS WEIGH THE NATIONAL

POLITICAL SCENE, 1931-1935

THE PRE-CAMPAIGN MEASUREMENT
OF FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT

DESPITE the fact that this is specifically a study of American lib-
eralism and its expressions of thought and opinion on the sub-
ject of war, peace, international politics and American foreign policy
in the ten years prior to United States involvement in the Second
World War, a brief examination of liberal attitudes toward the coun-
try’s leaders in the context of domestic politics is exceedingly per-
tinent. The fact that the dominant figures in shaping domestic policy
between 1934 and 1934 also directed the course of foreign policy in
the same period, and increasingly concentrated on external affairs in
the period after that, calls for a glance at the reputation of these men
in liberal eyes at the beginning of their national leadership careers.
The full turn effected by liberal opinion on the subject of war was
matched, as will be seen, by a similarly impressive wheeling on the
character and abilities of those who were ultimately responsible for
the grand maneuver of 1939-1941. The growing impossibility of
separating United States domestic and foreign policy, especially from
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late 1938 onward, suggests that a sharp cleavage between the two for
the purpose of study and criticism will always be extremely difficult.
For that reason, a look at the country’s administrators, from the van-
tage-point of liberalism, at a time when the two phases of public
policy were reasonably distinct, serves as a major aid in recognizing
the remarkable shift of affection which took place when domestic
and foreign affairs began to blend and fuse.

Liberal disgust with both the Republican and Democratic parties
increased in volume as the stock market crash of 1929 deepened into
the serious economic collapse of the next three years. Impatience and
hostility were reflected constantly, as the administration of Herbert
Hoover failed to respond to the emergency in the manner considered
essential and effective in liberal and ‘“democratic socialist” estima-
tions. The liberal journals were convinced that when it came to the
domestic situation, Hoover simply did not know what to do, and
could not make up his mind to do anything even when in the mood
to do so, in addition to making things worse by doing some of the
things he did. His failure to call the Congress into a special session
in the summer of 1931 was considered one of the worst presidential
failures of all, since action of a special emergency sort at that time
was considered by the liberal press to have been of great importance
in lessening the pressure of the economic bad times

As the nation ground into the last few months of Mr. Hoover’s
third year, with the politicians of all hues growing more and more
restive and speculations growing on the following year’s nominations
and presidential election, the liberal reaction to the possibility of
more of Mr. Hoover grew blacker by the day. As for their conven-
tional opposition, no profession of hope in that appeared in print,
either. An editorial article in the Nation for December g, 1931, titled
“No Plans in the Democratic Party,” ! discussed the paralysis pre-
vailing there, and its failure to suggest anything of superior quality
to that already proposed by Republicans. Here also a comment was
made about Franklin D. Roosevelt, Governor of New York, referred
to already as “the leading Democratic candidate for the Presidential
nomination.” Not a scrap of faith in him was registered at this time.
The editorial was especially irked by his evasiveness when questioned
as to his positions on the issues before the country; “He refuses to say
where he stands today on prohibition, on the tariff, on unemploy-
ment, on (foreign) debts and reparations.” The contemporary Con-
gress drew even less applause and approval. On the whole it was
written off as a collection of ineffectuals, and as far as the future was
concerned, the survey pronounced, “Today the only hope of leader-
ship in Congress comes from a handful of Progressives.” Two issues
later there was a statement involving great praise for Senators La
Follette, Borah, Norris, Gerald Nye and Hiram Johnson.
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Later in the winter the New Republic landed on Roosevelt, and,
incidentally, Newton D. Baker, with both feet. Baker had issued a
statement to the effect that the League of Nations would not be an
issue in the coming campaign. Observed the journal, “Thereupon
Governor Franklin Roosevelt, presumably alarmed by the impetus
thus accorded Mr. Baker’s cause, has given the League an even more
vigorous repudiation.” As the article went on to say, the League in
existence was not “the League Mr. Wilson envisioned.” That one the
journal asserted it would still be supporting. The one now in opera-
tion was “dominated by selfish European Powers, and America must
keep clear of it.” The case against Baker and Roosevelt was not
entirely their ‘“‘isolationism,” meaning their hesitancy to enter into
collective security agreements on the governmental level; these senti-
ments were integral parts of liberal policy thinking at this time too.
It was the inconsistency of these public figures, playing both sides
of the street, since they had previously been identified with exactly
the opposite of the newly advanced positions; “The statements of
Messrs. Roosevelt and Baker give good examples of the old trick of
politicians—trying to be all things to all men, to seem isolationist to
those who want isolation, and internationalist and cooperative for
the other school.” 2

On February 1%, 1932 the Nation continued the attack with an
editorial condemnation of a speech Roosevelt delivered before the
New York State Grange in which he deprecated the League and
insisted on the necessity of collecting the war debts. “Governor
Roosevelt has not the courage to stand out bravely for the interna-
tionalism he once sponsored,” the editorial grieved, and added, “His
attitude on the war debts is equally unrealistic.” 2

The mutual recriminations of potential Democratic candidates in
early spring pre-national convention speeches provoked a major New
Republic article in the April 27 issue. Largely devoted to an analysis
of the faction of the party assumed to be behind Alfred E. Smith and
his charge that Roosevelt was a demagogue, it came to another unflat-
tering estimate of FDR. Mr. Roosevelt had spoken a few weak words
on his own behalf, it was conceded, and made a few vague statements
about “social-economic planning” and the need for “a more funda-
mental policy” than that favored by the wealthy wing of the Demo-
crats, but the readers were warned not to expect much of anything: *

Mr. Roosevelt has veered in the right direction, but even if he proceeded
less feebly in his words, it is improbable that as a Democratic President
he could go far in his deeds. Perhaps even a greater danger to the common
man would have developed if, as a result of Mr. Smith’s attack, Mr. Roose-
velt had been made to appear what he is not—a great and forceful cham-
pion of popular justice.
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In the Nation of the same date appeared the eighth and last of a
series of profiles of Democrat presidential hopefuls, that of Roosevelt
written by the well-regarded biographer of Theodore Roosevelt,
Henry F. Pringle. It was as caustic a piece of political muckraking
as this magazine was to publish until its scathing pieces on Wendell
Willkie in 1940, exceeded only by Hallgren’s long essay, “‘Franklin
D. Roosevelt,” on June 1, which was largely devoted to demonstrating
that FDR was by long standing “an imperialist and a militarist,” and
undependable as a potential standard-bearer in the cause liberals pro-
fessed at this time. Pringle’s concluding paragraph also dwelled
harshly on Roosevelt’s thin layer of qualifications as a likely world
leader: ®

If it is true that a new deal is needed in the world, there is small hope for
better things in his [FDR’s] candidacy. If it is true that foreign debts must
be adjusted downward and reparations forgotten, there is nothing in
Roosevelt’s philosophy, as far as we know, which gives promise of a better
day. He calls for palliatives in world affairs, not cures. His domestic pro-
gram is hardly more stimulating.

In the same issue the Nation’s editors declared: “The Nation will
support Mr. [Norman] Thomas in the coming election.”

As the convention neared, Bruce Bliven vied with Villard of the
Nation on the editorial level as to which of the two could make the
most derogatory observations as to the undesirability of Roosevelt.
A major editorial article by Bliven on June 1, “Franklin D. Roose-
velt, The Patron of Politics,” represented about the most forthright
repudiation to that moment. Although Bliven excused one major lib-
eral objection, namely, that Roosevelt was an ardent militarist and an
enthusiastic promoter of Caribbean imperialism, there were sufficient
blows to be delivered on other levels. Bliven could not forgive him
for his tie with Tammany Hall: “If Roosevelt betrayed Tammany,
Tammany would cheerfully knife him in the convention or the elec-
tion. And nobody knows this better than Franklin D.; his alliance
with Tammany is his gravest liability.” He saved a special blast for
FDR'’s castigation of John Haynes Holmes and Rabbi Stephen S.
Wise for recommending to him a state investigation of especially
offensive machine politics in New York City. This act, averred
Bliven, was “a direct charge against his character.” Summarizing his
makeup, with especial emphasis on appearances and realities, Bliven
declared:

He is a patron of politics: despite the effectiveness with which he plays the
game at its realistic worst, he, like Woodrow Wilson, condescends toward
the people he would help and the problems he seeks to solve. It is true, he
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makes excellent speeches about “the forgotten man”’; but he is no spokes-
man for that man by blood brotherhood; he has just read about him in
books. In this world of desperate problems crying for desperate remedies,
I question the effectiveness of the scholar-gentleman even when he means
as well as anyone can.

Bliven’s concluding statement was a cruel back-hand compliment: ®

Franklin D. Roosevelt is intelligent, personally honest, notably progres-
sive for one of his background; and if you don’t want four years of dis-
appointment as the result of your vote, I suggest that you might well vote
for the Socialist candidate, whatever individual (named Norman Thomas)
he happens to be.

By this time, Roosevelt was under attack from several liberal-
socialist sniping posts. No later conservative derogations exceeded in
vehemence those of the Nation and of its editorial compatriot Hey-
wood Broun, the latter working from the vantage-point of the
Scripps-Howard press. His column of June 29 was especially disparag-
ing. Like Bliven, Villard had already arrayed the Nation behind
Thomas as well. A Nation editorial of June 13 looked bleakly upon
the Democratic platform, especially the foreign policy planks,” but the
journal and its editor-in-chief rose to remarkable heights of vitupera-
tion at the time of the convention. The lead story in its July 6 issue,
commenting on the event, could hardly have been written in stronger
terms: 8

In the confusion that besets the Democratic convention as we go to press
one thing stands clear and unchallengeable. That is the unashamed re-
nunciation by Franklin D. Roosevelt of his last pretension to progressiv-
ism. . . . We had hoped for something better from Franklin Roosevelt.
We had never deceived ourselves as to his weak and vacillating statesman-
ship, but we believed him honest and sincere. Instead he stands revealed
as ready to lend his support to any trick or device that will advance his
personal political fortune.

The convention back-stage scuffle for delegates and the state dele-
gation horse-trading prior to Mr. Roosevelt’s victory carried a high
price in terms of loss of approval and support from liberals in the
Nation camp.

Villard’s post-mortem on the convention a week later was titled
“The Democratic Trough at Chicago.” No adherent of Mr. Roose-
velt could have found any comfort anywhere in it. Declared the
much-experienced author categorically, “Never have I seen a Presi-
dential ticket named at a national convention with so little enthusi-
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asm.” The platform on which he was nominated was subjected to
much more abuse. Villard maintained it represented “total detach-
ment from the realities of life,” and was particularly deficient in the
area of foreign relations. He dwelt at some length on its utterly intro-
verted substance: “Nowhere is there a single realization of the vital
part Europe has played and is playing in our economic life and in
producing our economic distress.” He went on to note that there was
not the slightest mention of what attitude was to be adopted toward
the reparations and disarmament conferences at Lausanne and Ge-
neva, and, in bitter irony, ‘“not a word about that sacred obligation
of ours to enter the League of Nations, the child of that immortal
Democratic President, the last Democratic President, Woodrow Wil-
son.” In short, the Democrats had fashioned a myopic program which
included “nothing to give genuine hope to Europe of immediate,
vital, and enlightened cooperation.” ® With this terminal salute the
liberal press put away the convention and its results and prepared for
the hyperthyroid campaigning days ahead. The positions from which
to sally forth were by now well understood and established.

COLLAPSE OF THE LIBERAL OPPOSITION

During the summer campaign months, the liberal press continued to
hammer away at what it considered major deficiencies in both the
Democratic candidate and platform. In August a Nation article ridi-
culed Roosevelt’s position that tariff reduction would eliminate the
war debts question as a further item of controversy in this country’s
overseas ties. The journal maintained he had also supported tariffs
as a factor contributing to the maintenance of the American standard
of living. Furthermore, he was accused of “serious misrepresenta-
tion” in his campaign oratory in attacking the Republican record of
insufficient reduction of war debts before 1929; “he attacked them at
perhaps their one point of strength for the war debt was consistently
reduced at the unparalleled rate of about one billion dollars a
year.” 1 In the New Republic, the oracular “T.R.B.” insisted that
New York circles assumed Roosevelt was ‘“under Hearst’s wing in
international matters,” a conclusion which was inferred from FDR's
prompt declaration against the League of Nations so soon after a
Hearst newspaper editorial had demanded a stand by him.*

In September, Villard, still tenaciously clinging to the touchy for-
eign affairs agenda, again pointed out that Roosevelt had still not
taken a stand on the war debt, reparations and disarmament prob-
lems, a sign to him that the whole area was a veritable vacuum in the
outlook of the Democratic Party. In addition, Villard considered it
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most ominous that the Democratic candidate had been highly praised
by Bernard Baruch; to be considered ‘‘safe and sound and entirely
to be trusted by Wall Street men like himself is certainly hard luck
for the Democratic candidate.” Villard was sure that “If a few more
magnates like Mr. Baruch certify to his soundness, the Middle West
will begin to see that Mr. Roosevelt is not the great reformer or
radical that he is sedulously cracked up to be.” 12

Late in October, Villard published a long editorial headed ‘“Roose-
velt and Hoover Militarists Both.” It consisted in essence of a plea for
a vote for Norman Thomas on the grounds that the mentioned candi-
dates were unreliable on the question of war and that whichever won,
there would surely be a strong push for armaments. There was a long
and most unfavorable summary of FDR’s career as a naval enthusiast,
a remark as to his happiness upon becoming Assistant Secretary of the
Navy in the Wilson era, his ease in naval company, his pre-World
War pressure for a fleet second only to Great Britain, his favoring of
intervention in Mexico, his testimony before House and Senate Com-
mittees on Naval Affairs strongly advocating a great naval building
program, as well as the part he had played in Haiti, where, Villard
charged, he had “connived and welcomed pulling down the Haitian
Republic,” and had expressed gratification with Marine General
Smedley D. Butler’s dismissal of the Haitian legislature. Predicted
Villard, “If he gets in, and the opportunity arises, he will not only be
for a bigger navy than we have had, but he will be thoroughly impe-
rialistic if there is any trouble in the Caribbean.” 13

Liberal voices enough were being raised in support of Thomas dur-
ing this season. Reinhold Niebuhr, Paul Blanshard, Heywood Broun,
Elmer Davis and Paul H. Douglas had all entered the lists on his
behalf in the liberal press and in the Socialist organ New Leader.
Niebuhr, in an open letter to the New Republic in August, and
speaking as chairman of the New York City Organization Committee
for Thomas for President, admonished the readers not to be ‘“‘neu-
tral” in the coming election, but to support Thomas, a “man of out-
standing ability,” as well as making their votes count ‘“‘against the two
old parties, which have shown themselves completely unable and
unwilling to meet the challenge of misery with any intelligence.” 4
Davis called the election preliminaries “‘preposterous” and urged his
readers to vote for Thomas. Douglas, chairman of the Thomas and
Maurer Committee in Chicago, published open letters in the liberal
organs pleading for Midwest support. Douglas loudly proclaimed that
he was one of those who believed that the only liberal votes in the
1932 election which would not be “thrown away” would be those for
Thomas.'® Liberal accord was quite general with all these sentiments,
although the New Republic did publish an article by Matthew
Josephson which disparaged Thomas, only to receive a prompt and
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urgent rebuttal from Blanshard. Blanshard heaped scorn on the jour-
nal for having the gall to sponsor an attack on Thomas from the left,
after having supported Al Smith in the previous election. Blanshard
indignantly advised them to change their ways: 16

Judging by the journal’s record in the past, Norman Thomas is a hard-
boiled revolutionist compared to the editors of the New Republic. We
who are working with him to build a social revolutionary movement in
this country have a right to ask from the New Republic constructive
cooperation as well as negative criticism.

Blanshard was not correct in accusing the New Republic of being
hostile to Thomas; it just had not repudiated Foster. Editorial sup-
port for Thomas was warm, and it increased as election day ap-
proached. A long comment two weeks before the election hoped that
there would be a vote of over two million for Thomas, which would
give the enthusiasts for a frank labor party a nucleus with which to
work, and encouragement in knowing there was this much vigorous
good will extant. “A vote for Norman Thomas is a vote for the birth
of that party in the next four years.” " Great confidence was
expressed in the wisdom of the ‘“‘average voter” and his ability to see
through both Hoover and Roosevelt, realizing that nothing could be
expected of either. Since both parties depended on the same sources
of support, to expect to see Roosevelt emerge as a figure of much
difference from what had already appeared was illusionary: “Franklin
D. Roosevelt, if he were the greatest statesman in the world, could
not make this party, with its old habits, its old personnel, and its
need for campaign chests, a very different animal once it accedes to
power.” So to prepare for the new party was by far the wisest action
at present, and to wait for four more years. At the end of this period
it was considered “a very large possibility” that prosperity would not
have returned and that the grievances of the farmers and laborers
would be more pronounced, thus providing a fertile field for political
tillage.

Despite all this advice, in the very same issue of the journal
appeared a long letter by Nathaniel Peffer suggesting that nobody
vote at all. Peffer felt so estranged and alienated that he was sure the
only answer to the dilemma was to stay home and organize deliberate
voters’ strikes, to distinguish their behavior from the customary
indolence of the approximately one half of the electorate which did
not vote anyway. He had high hopes for the invigorating and purga-
tive results of such behavior. A cut in the electorate by another fifty
percent would surely produce panic among the professional poli-
ticians and ultimately bring ruin to the organized parties. The
devoted anti-voters could then build on the wreckage of this old body
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politic a new one in which it might again be possible to participate
“with dignity, self-respect and prospect of accomplishment,” coming
out of a new “political division on realities, parties with principles
and policies, and meaning in the exercise of the suffrage.” 8

Last-minute observations, written shortly before the election but
appearing in the issues which were published the day after, too soon
for comment, continued in the hopeful vein characteristic of the peak
period of hope for Thomas’s chances. Roosevelt drew more unfavor-
able commentaries than Hoover, partially due to the fact that he was
being recognized as by far the more formidable vote gatherer of the
two. A New Republic editorial article, “The Obscene Spectacle,”
agreed that FDR would get a protest vote of millions, but that it
would go to him without enthusiasm, being aimed merely at keeping
Hoover from another term. The low level of the campaign tactics of
the Democrats must surely have disillusioned almost everyone who
expected better things, while the behavior of their candidate had
demonstrated without a doubt that there was no material difference
between the two: 1°

In issue-dodging, Mr. Roosevelt is quite as adept as Mr. Hoover—witness
his long silence and final equivocation on the bonus, his refusal to say
whether he favors recognition of Russia, his pretense that the war debts
can and will be paid and his impossible promises on the score of economy
in the operation of the federal government.

On the domestic level the New Republic was confident that not
too many would be taken in by the mild expressions on behalf of the
wisdom of some degree of change; “No doubt many of Mr. Roose-
velt’s progressive supporters think his program really embodies a
‘new deal,” but it embodies nothing that reaches to the heart of the
existing system, and almost nothing that has not long ago been
adopted by other capitalist nations,” and in reality at least fifteen
years overdue even here. No one should be deceived by this social
landscape gardening; these brave declarations simply constituted “a
belated application of liberalistic meliorism to a civilization which
we ought to be engaged in remodeling.” 2°

THE REACTION TO DEFEAT
AND THE EARLY NEW DEAL

The liberal press, its editors and principal spokesmen took Roose-
velt’s victory and their defeat with remarkable equanimity. The com-
ment was unusually sober and restrained for some time after the
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election. There was for a short time a number of loud and angry
reverberations from the bitterly disappointed Thomas supporters.
One New Republic correspondent reproached the journal’s editors
for the “calm and phlegmatic” manner in which they had accepted
the outcome; “it means the triumph in American life of everything
that decent people despise and fight against,” this unidentified critic
remonstrated; “I don’t know which fact has more significance, the
landslide of a tenth-rate politician like Roosevelt or the tragic defeat
and disappointment of Norman Thomas.” 2! Gabriel Heatter, stub-
born and unyielding in defeat, wrote an open letter to Thomas pub-
lished in the December 14 issue of the Nation, which exuded confi-
dence of a high order in the future of the Socialist Party if it only
reorganized and presented its program to the public in new terminol-
ogy, and junked the old socialist verbiage. The two old parties were
undoubtedly “two wings of the same bird of prey,” and could be
beaten by a socialist party which approached the people “in language
they understand and approve.” The problem seemed entirely a verbal
one to Heatter.?? Paul Y. Anderson, of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch,
and a regular correspondent to the Nation, a week before spoke in
morose and apocalyptic terms which had a bitter after-taste: “Of
course it is not outside the realm of possibility that before another
Presidential year arrives our economic system will have crashed, and
that we shall have been compelled to junk politicians and turn for
leadership to those who really know what it is all about.” 2 It
sounded strange for a publication which devoted much abuse to the
emergency strong men of Italy and Germany apparently to approve of
such a heartfelt wish for a crisis order here. But there obviously was
a qualitative difference in strong men, in view of the fact that it was
part of liberal mores to maintain a respectful distance from Stalin.
Yet on the whole, these persons represented only one segment of
the liberal front. Roosevelt’s Democratic machine had taught most
of the others an impressive lesson in practical politics, and some
serious reconsideration was quietly going on among many. There was
the alluring choice of abandoning resistance and climbing into the
wagons of the winners, thereupon to proceed into the councils of the
mighty. As it turned out, this consolation prize became the substitute
for being the vanguard of a pure Socialist triumph for the majority.
There was no immediate rush, nevertheless. A substantial period of
criticizing and heckling Roosevelt, his appointments and the New
Deal programs in general ensued. There was no expression of unqual-
ified satisfaction with anything in the first few years. The liberals
were very cautious while engaged in their gleanings from the bitter
fruit of defeat. To embrace too eagerly a cause which had been so
roundly denounced just a short time before smacked of indecency.
Conversions to the new dispensation were slow and hesitant.
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Late in November, “T.R.B.” predicted great future popularity for
Roosevelt on the grounds that he had taken a strong stand for the
repeal of prohibition, in which case he was definitely “swimming
with the popular tide.” His cultivation of the Washington newsmen
and general affability to the Capitol City press, most of it personally
hostile to Hoover, and “wet” besides, was considered another astute
undertaking. And, after all, said the New Republic’s incognito col-
umnist, “No one really hates Mr. Roosevelt. He goes in with no
violent enemies and no popular soreness either because of his cam-
paign, which was without much flavor, or because of his program,
which, except for prohibition, was on the whole vague.” 2* There was
plenty of both time and room to repair the psychological fences.

A preliminary olive branch offering was a nearly full-page unsigned
editorial in the New Republic for February 8, 1933, “Mr. Roosevelt
Must Lead,” incorporating a plea in favor of an American variant of
the “leadership principle” as unabashed as the liberal papers ever
printed. It is ironical that at the foot of the same page was the first
paragraph of the story announcing the arrival of Adolf Hitler into
power in Germany.?® A virtual moratorium on verbal bombing of
FDR ensued the next three or four months, while the celebrated ‘100
Days” transpired and the astonishing flood of legislation poured out
of Congress which was subsequently wrapped up in the parcel labeled
the New Deal. Liberal opinion had been united in the firm convic-
tion that the Democrats were bankrupt in the policy field. It took
months before any comprehensive attitude could be developed toward
all this activity, due to its volume and spread. It represented the first
big break-through in the once solidly hostile liberal front, and Roose-
velt’s bag of liberal camp followers was not insignificant. The liberal
ice-floe began to thaw first in the precincts of the New Republic, one
of whose contributing editors, Rexford G. Tugwell, had been ad-
mitted to high rank in New Deal policy-thinking levels, a prestige
achievement of no mean proportions.

The principal product of this early “era of good feeling” was a
major policy statement by Bliven in the form of a long article in the
July 12 issue of the New Republic, “Roosevelt and the Radicals.” 26 It
was the first real indication that Bliven was getting over his 1931 trip
to the Soviet Union, though there was many a twisting thicket to
wander through in the years ahead in the shape of policy zig-zags
toward the Workers’ Fatherland. By “radicals,” Bliven meant ‘“Com-
munists.” As it was revealed, the principal intent of the story was to
defend Roosevelt and his program from Communist charges of
Fascism and “‘going the way of Italy.” But a substantial part was
devoted to a critique of Marxian theory on the basis of its shortcom-
ings as an explanation of what was now taking place in the industrial
nations. Some straightforward talk about serious weaknesses in Russia
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helped to turn the Communist frontal attack on the New Deal as well.

Bliven demonstrated that he was as confused as the Communists
when it came to defining Fascism to the satisfaction of any substantial
number. The only elements he could think of worth mentioning as
integral aspects of Fascism were “enforced minority rule” and “the
suppression of labor unions,” two excellent examples of what was
transpiring in the Soviet Union. In the former case, dictatorship, it
was easy to prove Roosevelt was a product of a majority vote in a
regular election—as was Hitler, but not Stalin, which was not con-
sidered pertinent to mention. Roosevelt’s sympathy with “old fash-
ioned trade unionism” was well-known enough to absolve him from
guilt on this charge as well. Insofar as the ideological word-game was
involved, Bliven lamely expatiated to an inconclusive suspended
position:

Whether Roosevelt is a Fascist depends of course upon what you mean by
such a term. Certainly, he is no such thing in any sense which is under-
stood by the great mass of the American people, and propaganda to this
effect is therefore (like so much propaganda) intelligible and acceptable
only to those who already agree with the propagandists.

In substance Bliven was saying at this point that no precise defini-
tion of Fascism existed, and that everyone was free to use it in limited
and special senses, primarily to identify opponents prior to the cam-
paign of vituperative abuse necessary to harden the fixed notions of
some particular camp of true believers. To let the issue lie in this
utterly unscientific state was a disservice to every reader.

On the policy level, Bliven invented a new word to explain the
economic nationalist and state capitalist elements which he denoted
as important aspects of both the Roosevelt and Stalin governments,
not of the Roosevelt and the Hitler and /or Mussolini regimes. Bliven
believed he was a pioneer in discovering and explaining this phe-
nomenon, which it was “high time the world understood”:

The American government has now adopted a policy of “intranational-
ism,” of trying to make America prosperous first and only thereafter
attempting to improve international conditions. There is a striking
analogy between this decision and Stalin’s acceptance of the idea of letting
the world revolution go hang, for the present, while trying to make Com-
munism a success within the borders of the U.S.S.R.

Bliven’s persuasive attempt to cancel out Communist criticism of
Roosevelt and the New Deal by comparing its economic isolationism
with that of Russia was written at the height of the London Economic
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Conference, where it was apparent that the President had tied the
hands of his representatives on all matters dealing with any genuine
international approach to the world economic blind staggers. The
apologetic attitude inhibited any effort to examine those elements in
the structures of the emergency programs common to all the states
mentioned, regardless of the capitalist, Communist or Fascist labels.
In view of the persistence of cordial predispositions toward the Rus-
sian experiment, an expectation of such a survey was utterly prema-
ture. But one could not escape obtaining from this statement the
reflection of a changed attitude at least on the part of the New Repub-
lic’s senior editor toward the New Deal. In retrospect the failure of
an attractive term like “intranationalism” to replace the uglier-sound-
ing “isolationism” might be considered the unfortunate part of this
episode. Bliven’s estimate at this point was one of the most temperate
to appear in the liberal press during the first term of Franklin Roose-
velt. The majority of the liberal observers and critics were not
inclined to be so charitable, and Bliven himself had an unkindly
view of the New Deal some ten months later.

SOME EARLY ROOSEVELT APPOINTEES
UNDER LIBERAL SCRUTINY

Before the first month of Roosevelt’s first term had elapsed, liberal
unhappiness with his appointments began to be registered. The New
Republic castigated his sending of Richard Washburn Child abroad
as his “unofficial ambassador,” calling to mind Child’s deep interest
in the welfare of the American oil companies and his behavior at the
1922 Genoa Conference, which was summed up as suspiciously anti-
Soviet.2” The major assault on FDR’s diplomatic appointments also
occurred in March, 1934 with Villard swinging the ax in a full-page
signed Nation editorial. He summarily reckoned the assignments as
“a series of very poor diplomatic appointments.” Villard was incensed
at the sending of major campaign contributors and a whole boatload
of newspapermen and newspaper proprietors abroad to represent
America; “As a journalist I have long been constitutionally opposed
to the rewarding of journalistic support of a candidate by any office
whatsoever.” Villard insisted that there was no more dangerous
method of “influencing the press” than distributing political loaves
and fishes to the loyal typewriter platoons. In this procedure Villard
saw Roosevelt repeating the mistakes of Wilson. He could see no
reason to send Robert W. Bingham of the Louisville Courier-Journal
to the London ambassadorship simply because he was a “pleasant-
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mannered rich man” and a newspaper owner, nor Josephus Daniels,
owner and editor of the Raleigh, North Carolina, Observer (“‘a tired,
old man”) to Mexico, nor Claude Bowers, chief editorial writer of the
New York Evening Journal (“merely an employee of Hearst”) to
Spain. Jesse Straus’s appointment to Paris was laid to his campaign
contribution, since his expert management of the R. H. Macy depart-
ment store was not any conceivable preparation for the important
ambassadorship to France. Villard sardonically remarked, “It is a pity
James M. Cox has declined the Berlin post.” As the owner of four
papers, by the new standards this would make him “a diplomat four
times over.” “Report has it that Clark Howell of the Atlanta Con-
stitution is to be ambassador to Italy. Step up, journalists, and get
yours!”, was the Nation chief’s parting shot.?

In the summer the Nation lashed Roosevelt for replacing Sumner
Welles in Cuba with Jefferson Caffrey, “a tool of oil and banking
interests in Colombia.” 2 But on the home front too, the antipathy
of the liberal press to domestic appointments was expressed in the
most unequivocal language. Both major journals denounced the
naming of Dean Acheson to the post of Under Secretary of the
Treasury and John Dickinson as Assistant Secretary of Commerce,
largely on the basis of their employment by Wall Street law firms
which had been condemned for defending Charles E. Mitchell in the
banking scandals and the Sugar Institute from a Sherman Anti-Trust
prosecution.?® The New Republic had a caustic comment to make
when in the fall of 1933 Dickinson headed up a committee to study
the stock market and suggest procedural changes; it was noted that
among the first persons named to this body were Acheson and Arthur
Dean, another partner in the Sullivan and Cromwell law firm, the
latter no less sinister than the others. To suppose that “three Wall
Street lawyers” could “supply the nation with cures for Wall Street’s
wickedness” was “a piece of inexcusable impudence,” was the assess-
ment of the scheme.3!

Acheson’s appointment had been greeted with the abrupt judgment
that it “did not inspire much confidence,” but neither did a number
of others. In the summer of 1933, when speculation had developed
as to the possibility of Lewis A. Douglas replacing William H.
Woodin in the principal post in the Treasury Department, the
Nation reflected darkly on its likely impact. The buildup of Adolph
A. Berle, Jr., as a multi-expert aroused no enthusiastic gestures; ‘“Mr.
Berle is popularly supposed to know about everything,” jibed the
New Republic, but in an aside assured the readers that there were
surely “some large round holes in his knowledge,” in that particular
instance, about the stock market.?? Additional uncomplimentary pre-
liminary assessments were not rare; they abounded. When Roosevelt
first named George N. Peek and General Hugh S. Johnson to impor-
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tant posts, they were promptly dismissed as notorious lackeys of
Bernard Baruch, himself a frequent target for liberal poisoned
arrows. Bliven, reviewing Harold L. Ickes’ book The New Democ-
racy, in the fall of 1934, shrugged off the author as “a middle-aged
Chicago gentleman with a likeable personality and a preference for
inaction.” 33 A week later the Nation responded to the naming of
Francis Biddle to the chairmanship of the National Labor Relations
Board with words of warning that here was another corporation
lawyer, “among whose clients one can find many anti-union big busi-
ness enterprises,” and that his reputed “liberalism” had to be esti-
mated in this light.®* Additional attention to this tendency will be
devoted subsequently.

SOME LIBERAL JUDGMENTS
ON THE NEW DEAL, 1938-1935

When Paul Douglas reviewed Tugwell’s The Industrial Discipline
for the Nation in June, 1933 he was still a captive of his “new party”
speculations. He held Tugwell in high esteem, but did not feel the
same way about the Administration’s program, which the book was
written to defend. The industrial program headed up under the
National Recovery Administration aroused the least enthusiasm from
Douglas. This bureau probably drew more disapprobation from lib-
erals than the rest of the New Deal put together, a number of parts
of which, in fact, they heartily supported. Douglas reflected a popular
view of the NRA when he defined it as a “program of legalized car-
tels.” The Communists perhaps were the most vociferous critics, and
were responsible for first describing the NRA as America’s counter-
part of the Italian corporations as envisioned in Mussolini’s Integral
State. Douglas worked from another vantage-point; granting that
FDR was “progressive” and his university-recruited aides ““able,” he
doubted that any significant control agency “outside of capitalism”
could ever control this program. He was convinced that Tugwell was
too optimistic, and had not calculated on the obstreperous behavior
of the “owners of industry” should prosperity return. Impatience
with control would soon sweep ‘“‘Rooseveltian liberalism” aside and
return business to its old familiar ways: 35

Along with the Rooseveltian program must go, therefore, the organization
of those who are at present weak and who need to acquire that which the
world respects, namely, power. Trade unions need to be built up and
farmers’ cooperatives as well. Finally, the urban and rural workers of
hand and brain need a strong party of their own.
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Undoubtedly a mighty number of urban ‘“workers of brain”
endorsed Douglas’ call for a place at the table of influence in the
land. His case against gaining it through capillary action in the sys-
tem of the political party then dominant was that the Democrats
in the East “and in some of the Midwest States” depended too heavily
upon “machines” which were “in league with the worst forces of the
under and upper world.” This was considered an insuperable handi-
cap to the arrival to power of the forces in the national community
which Douglas considered the main repository of social virtue.

There were all sorts of views of the NRA the first summer.
“T.R.B.” was interested in the ultimate meaning of the immense
volume of printed and spoken words devoted to popularizing the
NRA all over the country. He was convinced he had the answer: 36

From a politician’s point of view, the far-flung N.R.A. publicity machine

. Is primarily a vast propaganda agency for building up voting
strength for Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal. And, in the cir-
cumstances, this is a very necessary thing. It has long been evident that
Mr. Roosevelt would not take any step directly challenging the vested
interests of American industry until he felt sure of solid popular support
behind him. Frank (sic) has none of the love of battle of old Theodore; he
is emphatically not a leader of lost, or even doubtful, causes.

Paul Anderson in the Nation did not think the NRA was in any
danger from the opposition it was getting from the liberals, but felt
compelled to warn its director, General Johnson, to beware of the
forces represented by the Washington Post, the New York Herald
Tribune, and ‘“other disgruntled Hooverites” who were lying in
ambush to “‘sabotage” the program at the first opportunity: 3

The Reids and the Meyers are determined people. They have not for-
given Roosevelt for last November’s landslide nor are they likely to for-
give him. Moreover, they speak for great vested interests which are rapidly
arriving at the correct conclusion that the recovery program is a spear
aimed at the heart of the existing profit system. If anyone believes that
this outfit will surrender without a battle he is unacquainted with the
native tenacity of the American hog.

Lewis Mumford, absorbed in the work of the Regional Planning
Association of America and writing his Technics and Civilization,
found a few moments to hit the Administration’s public works, public
housing and industrial recovery programs, all of which he considered
virtually failures. In a letter to the New Republic in October, 1933,%®
praising John T. Flynn for a critique of the public works action,
Mumford claimed that thus far the Roosevelt Administration had



68  American Liberalism and World Politics, 1931-1941

“presented an appalling spectacle of inertia, marking time and
stalling,” that FDR himself had “a masterful habit of making two
diametrically opposite moves in almost the same breath,” resulting
in “an impotence that is just as paralyzing as Mr. Hoover’s distaste
for making any decision at all.” The President had once likened him-
self to the quarterback of a football team, Mumford recalled, but
thus far he had succeeded only in perfecting “the gallant habit of
throwing some of his most beautiful passes into the arms of the
opposing end,” in addition to concealing from everyone “which goal
post his team is headed for.” The NRA he wrote off as a self-defeating
mechanism.

A year later, Mumford was just as much if not more disenchanted
with the New Deal. In a harsh review of Horace M. Kallen's 4 Free
Society, he delivered a withering attack on the philosophy of prag-
matism and its modern application in meeting the problems of the
country. Applying it specifically to the Roosevelt Administration, he
ended by indicating very bluntly what he preferred to eventuate: 3°

The present administration, indeed, is pragmatism in action: aimless
experiment, sporadic patchwork, a total indifference to guiding prin-
ciples or definitive goals, and hence an uncritical drift along the lines of
least resistance, namely the restoration of capitalism. When its confused
and contradictory nostrums patently fail, it will be prepared to kill our
democracy with a final dose of fascism—unless the workers exert a strong
counter-pressure—rather than save the patient by the institution of com-
munism.

The economic historian Louis Hacker’s response to the New Deal’s
action in the area of farm relief and recovery was a short brochure
titled The Farmer Is Doomed, reviewed anonymously and with enthu-
siasm in the New Republic in September, 1933. Hacker’s thesis was
that American agriculture had collapsed permanently, and that no
legislative magic whatsoever could resuscitate it. The reviewer be-
lieved Hacker had proved with a mass of “‘solid economic facts and
figures” that the farmer was “defeated” and on his way to reduction
to “‘peasantry.” 40

Villard’s main signed editorial in the Nation for September 13,
“Six Months of Franklin D. Roosevelt,” was especially condemnatory
of his foreign relations record, which he described as “bad, almost
disastrous.” A New Republic editorial on March 14, 1934, “Mr.
Roosevelt’s First Year,” had virtually nothing good to say except for
the Tennessee Valley Authority, identified as “‘an interesting experi-
ment in state capitalism” from which America might expect to learn
“several valuable lessons”’; the NRA, on the other hand, had “sold
the country to big business for a mess of pottage.” 4!
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In April came another major statement from Bruce Bliven, which
lacked what faint hope in the program his long account of the pre-
vious year contained: 42

When we look at Mr. Roosevelt’s first thirteen months in office, what do
we see? He denounced the money-changers, but they are still in control
of America’s financial organization. He promised the good life to the
masses of our people, but there are still more than ten million unem-
ployed and wages have risen little—for many, not all. . . . Money has
been poured out to the farmers, but those among them who needed it
most have received the least, and the disparity between agriculture and
industry continues.

And on the side of international policy, Bliven continued, the Presi-
dent talked “peace, peace,” but still found it possible to approve bills
authorizing “a fantastic increase in naval and air defense.” When
George Soule reviewed Roosevelt’s book On Our Way a month later,
he summarized the situation thusly:

The President’s simple faith in the public spirit of private industry and
its capacity to plan for the social good has obviously been misplaced. The
results up to date are most discouraging to any such attempt. No amount
of geniality and noble generality can conceal the failure.

The Nation reviewer even doubted that the President had written
any of the book beyond the foreword and the brief final chapter.*

Ernest Sutherland Bates opened his New Republic review of Nor-
man Thomas’s The Choice Before Us that same month with this
observation: “Those who, after reading the President’s On Our Way,
are still tempted to repeat the question which he neglected to answer
—‘On our way to what?”’—may turn with profit to this volume by one
of his defeated opponents.” Bates recommended reading Thomas’s
book before Roosevelt’s on the grounds that Thomas knew where we
were going and the President did not. Bates heartily agreed with
the Thomas thesis, proposed by a goodly number of observers now,
that the New Deal was a form of state capitalism, which was in reality
““a mild substitute for Fascism,” and primarily “bolstering up monop-
oly capitalism.” 44

At the fifteen-month mark of the New Deal, the Nation declared
that for the vast majority, “materially, life is not much more satisfac-
tory than it was in March, 1933,” that the unemployed were “as
unemployed as ever,” and that the cost of living increases in this
period were so high that they effectively wiped out all increases in
wage levels which had taken place.*

The word “Fascism” was beginning to appear more insistently in
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the summaries of the New Deal in liberal and liberal-socialist circles
by the end of the eighteen month and two year marks of the accession
to office of the Roosevelt entourage, but some observers were notably
restrained. Harry Elmer Barnes, to whom both the Nation and New
Republic assigned several books by and about New Dealers and the
New Deal during this time, both attacks and apologia, maintained a
diplomatic and moderate course in often extended reviews, drawing
attention to strengths and weaknesses alike. But full rein was given in
the unsigned editorial material, where many of the attitudinal trial-
balloon essays first appeared.

When, in the fall of 1934, Roosevelt in one of his “fireside chats”
appealed to the corporations and labor unions to put off their
impending showdown struggle, a New Republic editorial estimated
its meaning in this manner: ¢

Quite apart from its immediate effects, President Roosevelt’s truce is
rather ominous for the fascist implications it contains. So many actions of
the Roosevelt administration have been labeled fascist that one hesitates
to use the term. Yet it is noteworthy that the essence of the President’s
labor policy—that disputes between capital and labor can and should
be adjusted by a third party, preferably the government—is also the
essence of Fascist labor policy.

Estimates of the Administration’s success began to appear regularly
in deeper shades of gray. Late in October the same journal concluded
that the recovery program was not working, and that the country
was “as far away from recovery” as it had been in the fall of 1933. It
went on to recommend to FDR, referred to as “‘a supple-minded
aristocrat,” that he try to “bring his wealthy friends to see the wisdom
of yielding to popular clamor for standard reforms.” #7

On November 14, 1934 Maxwell S. Stewart had similar views to
express in the Nation:

Two years have passed since F.D.R. was elected President of the United
States . . . but despite unprecedented governmental activity, economic
conditions throughout the country are practically on a level with those
existing when Herbert Hoover was so emphatically turned out of office.

Editorially, the Nation shrugged off the New Deal the following week
as a “hodge podge.” %8

But the majority view represented in the liberal papers probably
was stated as succinctly as possible by an advertisement by the pub-
lisher Covici-Friede in the New Republic in mid-October, 1934,
reading, “‘Capitalism Can’t Be Cured!” ** The subject was the pro-
motion of Lewis Corey’s The Decline of American Capitalism.
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Corey, dubbed ‘““‘the American John Strachey” by an enthusiastic
Lewis Gannett, was being acclaimed for making ““the first real attempt
to apply Marx to the American scene.” His conclusion, accepted with
some gusto, was that permanent mass unemployment, reduced living
standards and “possible fascism” were in store in the immediate
future and for some time to come.

Liberal editorial commentaries on New Deal congressional vic-
tories in the 1934 elections were not very comforting. Nothing out-
standing was expected from them as lawmakers, and in one case in
particular the Nation was in dark doubt as to the quality and charac-
ter of a new senator from Missouri:

The circumstances which led the sovereign State of Missouri to send
Harry S. Truman to the United States Senate are scarcely such as to in-
spire confidence in our democratic institutions. Last summer the obscure
Mr. Truman yearned to quit his office as County Judge of Jackson County
and become County Collector of Taxes. The post he held was a humdrum
affair, that which he had in his mind’s eye paid on a fee basis and paid
handsomely.

The account went on to describe the story of “Big Boss Tom” Pen-
dergast, “absolute monarch of Kansas City and leader of the Demo-
cratic Party in Missouri,” whose other plans for the candidate for the
collectorship resulted in his “casting about for something else for his
ambitious lieutenant,” and hitting on the senatorial nomination.
“Disappointed, no doubt, Truman accepted,” the editorial concluded,
“And so Harry S. Truman will not collect taxes for his county but
will vote yes and no on treaties with foreign countries, appointments
to the Supreme Court, and things like that.” 5 The irony in the final
remarks was almost strong enough to taste.

Throughout 1935 a steady drum-fire on FDR, the New Deal, the
cabinet and some other appointees appeared in the liberal press. The
Nation spoke of Harold L. Ickes, Secretary of the Interior and key
figure in the relief program, as “that personification of slow motion,”
while the New Republic saved special vitriol for Postmaster General
James A. Farley: “The Post Office Department has always been bad,
but it has rarely been so outrageous as it is under ‘Big Jim,’ the man
who would Tammanyize the whole United States if he could.” It
also aimed an editorial arrow at Jefferson Caffrey when he was named
ambassador to Cuba, and charged him with acting like a “‘colonial
administrator” and as ‘‘a member of the Cuban government.” 5!

By far the deepest cuts taken at the New Deal official family were
those by Paul W. Ward, Washington correspondent of the Baltimore
Sun, in a lengthy series of profiles in the Nation in the spring of 1935.
One of the earliest was a ferocious dismemberment of Secretary of
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Labor Frances Perkins, “‘another secretary for Mr. Roosevelt.” Ward
insisted that she had nothing to do with labor policy but simply put
into effect the decrees of the President; “He concocts his own labor-
relations policies out of his vast experiences with the teeming toilers
of Krum Elbow, the militant laborites of banks and law offices, and
the Navy Department’s class-conscious admirals,” Ward explained
contemptuously.

Of Harry Hopkins, administrator of three of the four work and
direct relief agencies, Ward had the following diagnosis: “He is a
man after Roosevelt’s own heart—gay, erratic, and full of those amia-
ble prejudices that are the New Deal substitute for profound social
and political convictions.” Tugwell he brushed away as “a third-rate
Voltaire trying to be a second-rate Rousseau,” and Henry Morgen-
thau, Secretary of the Treasury, as “the Dutchess County apple boy.”
For Wallace he saved especially sulphuric treatment; ‘“Wallace, one
of the most admirable and ridiculous figures of the New Deal, should
have been born in the Middle Ages,” and concluded that the Secre-
tary of Agriculture was “a queer duck” and “a cultural clodhopper.”
Ward’s title for this piece was ‘“Wallace the Great Hesitater.” And of
Senate Floor Leader Joseph T. Robinson of Arkansas, Ward said
“A hog-caller who had missed his calling.” 52

The New Republic editorially attacked what they described as
Roosevelt’s “purge of the liberals from the Agricultural Adjustment
Administration,” an act which they insisted was ‘“‘as revealing as any-
thing that has happened since Roosevelt came to power.” Their
Washington commentator “T.R.B.” repeatedly expressed dark com-
ments on the President and his program, and was of the opinion that
his big gamble was the expectation that prosperity would return
before the fall of 1936. He was convinced that the real strength of
the Administration’s position was not the vitality of its own program
but “‘the complete failure of the Republicans to develop an attractive
alternative.” 5 The editorial line on Roosevelt pounded away on
the point that he had not possessed, nor had he subsequently
acquired, ‘“‘any deep philosophical convictions of any kind.” 5¢ The
portrait of the President in Hallgren’s The Gay Reformer was con-
sidered a good one, and not too extreme.®

By January, 1935, the New Republic considered that a major show-
down was imminent, and in a piece titled “Roosevelt Confronts
Capitalism” 5¢ suggested that the President was going to have to
grapple with this opponent if he “wanted to achieve his declared
aims.” The significance of this call to battle was a lengthy policy
statement accompanying it which to some degree indicated the influ-
ence of the New Masses, Soviet Russia Today, the Monthly Review,
and the New Leader, especially the first three of these rival publica-
tions. The immediately arresting statement was the attempt to dis-
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claim responsibility for being an organ of liberal opinion, and to seek
a berth in some kind of independent but undefined socialism. Par-
ticularly resented was the Communist charge that the New Republic,
being liberal, and necessarily deluded, had taken up a position in
defense of the New Deal:

The Communists have from the beginning persistently misrepresented the
New Republic’s attitude toward the New Deal. They tagged us as liberal;
their doctrine decreed that liberals must be fooled; therefore they in-
sisted that we were supporters of the New Deal and have been fooled.

This was not true, the statement declared. It pointed out that in the
presidential campaign, “we did not support Roosevelt,” and while
none of the party programs were “wholly satisfactory,” “we advised
our readers to vote either Socialist or Communist.” Furthermore, as
the Roosevelt program had developed, it had maintained an aloof
attitude, praising or attacking when it saw fit, without “‘emphasis on
individual responsibility of the executive,” but merely “‘an identifi-
cation of him with his program.” The conclusion at this point was
that the program was up against a stone wall; they felt vindicated that
“social-economic planning for the benefit of the masses could not be
successful under capitalism,” and that specifically, it was being proven
by the failure of the President to achieve his ‘“ambitious announced
aims” by “the means he was using.”

For its liberal readers who thought the New Republic had been
too strong in its condemnation of the New Deal “failures,” it advised
a closer look at the publication itself, with a hint that they might
adjust their assumptions about it. “The New Republic has not for
years described itself as liberal; liberalism in the political sense is
certainly not the name of the views of those who see no hope of per-
manency for economic individualism or capitalism.”

There was a persistent strain of literary support for this unrest and
yearning for something fundamental in the way of changes. The
Marxist analysis of Jerome Davis’s Capitalism and Its Culture
received a very favorable review by Lewis Mumford in the New
Republic for July 10, 1935, and the revolutionary rumbles in Paul
Douglas’s Controlling Depressions, reviewed a week earlier by Abram
L. Harris, were quite unmistakable as well. Douglas reflected more
the hoped-for third-party, farmer-labor coalition which was under
tireless discussion in Common Sense, rather than a purely Communist
or Socialist order in imitation of European or other beginnings. But
the strong statist nature of most of his proposals for change as out-
lined in his book promised as much comprehensive departure from
what had been part of the American socio-economic system.

The strain provoked by being astride the left-bound local and the
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Moscow Express simultaneously was beginning to show openly now.
The close ideological course to Marxism, complicated by an uncriti-
cal presentation of the Soviet Union as the only viable state in a
world of irrational and semi-lunatic orders, when placed in juxtapo-
sition to a persistent refusal to accept Communist comradeship and,
no doubt, leadership, in the domestic sphere, placed great pressure
on individual choice-making. The Communists no doubt received
liberal tributes to the Soviet Union with pleasure and satisfaction,
and were more logical than the liberals in seeking their adherence
elsewhere. Liberal hesitance could hardly be interpreted in another
way but blindness or sheer obstructionism, in the Communist view.

Edging up as close to Communism as possible without risking being
too badly splashed was a game that was bound to lead to a serious
impasse. The liberal vision of Red Russia which appeared often in
parallel columns with their disparagements of the New Deal must be
considered as an integral part of the whole liberal outlook, and will
be treated separately. Liberal riding of the New Deal question was
comfortable, but there was no preparation for following where it
eventually led. The problem of the New Deal was eventually dis-
solved in a much bigger one, the problem of the world. By extending
the boundaries of the crisis to the edges of the planet, a large part of
the public was prevented from learning that the original problem
was never solved. By the time “Doctor New Deal” had been replaced
by ‘“Doctor Win-the-War,” the patient was already recuperating with
vigor from the economic bends of 1929-1941 and in a few years,
thanks partially to a very short memory, he no longer believed he had
ever been sick. The remedy, consisting of massive doses of war, hot,
cold, lukewarm, and in combinations of these, has never been aban-
doned. The later phases of the New Deal as seen through liberal eyes
and its relation to the sharpening economic tensions come under
observation in good time. But first the background of liberal think-
ing on war in general, the First World War in particular, and the by-
products of that war in the shape of chronic problems need to be
examined.

Historians with a flair for the dramatic have occasionally stated that
the Second World War began on September 18, 1931. This date, the
occasion of the Mukden Incident and the preliminary Japanese inva-
sion of Manchuria, is surely of vast import. It signified to the world
that the grandiose Briand-Kellogg Pact of a little more than three
years before had not outlawed war as an instrument for the advance-
ment of national policy, but only declarations of war. In one sense
the proper advance action announcing this was the short Russo-
Chinese war in 1929, but the eventual size and scope of this new
struggle completely overshadowed the earlier. The world political
order tailored at Versailles had always strained at the seams, but
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Mukden was a major split, widening enough in three years to guar-
antee that the entire garment would be in tatters very shortly. That
Versailles had not provided for a satisfactory Far Eastern situation
was made obvious. But for that matter it had made even poorer pro-
visions for the immediate European environs. This was in the simul-
taneous process of shaking apart as well.

Liberal chagrin at learning the flimsiness of the Kellogg Pact had
been preceded on the other hand by nearly a decade of the most real-
istic dissection of the League of Nations, in which a vote of no confi-
dence had been long outstanding. Parallel to that had been unresist-
ing enthusiastic acceptance of revisionism with respect to the origins
of the First War, the steady development of revulsion to the idea of
supporting national wars again, and a firm conviction that most of
the post-war tension and bad blood derived from the attempt to make
the impossible financial, military and territorial settlements of 1919—
1921 work. A careful look at these matters is in order.
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THE LIBERALS RECONSIDER THE
FIRST WORLD WAR DURING

THE DEPRESSION

SOME REFLECTIONS ON THE
MEANING OF WOODROW WILSON

ES than a month after war had flamed up in East Asia with the
outbreak of Sino-Japanese hostilities at Mukden, a Nation edi-
torial declared in part, “Woodrow Wilson slew every liberal move-
ment in America and paved the way for the utter corruption of the
Harding Administration and the dull and injurious conservatism
of Coolidge.” * The reference was to the entry of the United States
into the World War, considered an unqualified tragedy for America
and the world in liberal circles, now that enough time had elapsed
to permit sufficient rumination on the entire situation. In one sense
this short judgment summarized a vast amount of similar comment
from a score or more of liberal literary and academic personalities
during this time. It seemed to be one of the verdicts least likely to
be subject to reversal in any foreseeable time, in view of the numbers
and repute of those who joined in this denunciation of Wilson in the
first post-war decade. Even the detached giant of psychoanalysis, Sig-
mund Freud, had strong views on the subject, according to Max East-
man, who in the New Republic quoted Freud as asserting in a con-
versation with him in Vienna in 1926, “You should not have gone
into the war at all. Your Woodrow Wilson was the silliest fool of the
century. And he was also probably one of the biggest criminals—
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unconsciously, I am quite sure.” 2 A battalion of academic and politi-
cal personages echoed Freud’s sentiments to the letter.

The liberals of 1931 were not of the mind that political virtue was
an exclusive possession of the Democratic Party, despite their per-
sistent upbraiding of the GOP during its now unbroken decade of
tenure in possession of the White House and the Treasury Depart-
ment. For that and other reasons there was not the slightest com-
pulsion to defend the dead giants of the major political parties. In
this sense they were performing in the independent critical liberal
tradition, and suffered from no inhibitions which might be traced to
debts to the powerful and well-placed, whoever or wherever they
might be.

Their harsh estimate of Wilson might be considered a proper fruit
of a ten-year exposure to the flood of critical literature on the causes
of the War, much of which redressed the wartime sagas in a manner
far from laudatory of the conduct of the winning Allies. A weighty
library in half a dozen tongues existed by this time, comprising the
historical section already referred to as ‘“Revisionism.” What had
been revised were the one-dimensional and pearly-white accounts
issued by the Anglo-Russo-Franco-American Allies while the War
was in progress, which purported to tell the whole story as to why the
war had come about and where the responsibility for its outbreak
should be laid. Since the main purpose of it had been to strengthen
the support of the home-front people and gain their undivided
energies behind the various national “war efforts,” it passed without
comment that nothing critical of one side was printed, nor the slight-
est material in extenuation of the enemy. It served its purpose admi-
rably, but it was the most transparent tale-telling when made to
serve the double purpose of passing as the history of the enormous
and complex event. The works of several academic historians and the
revelations of dozens of prominent wartime political and military
figures soon made hash of these simple inspirational accounts, with
the result that the literary and intellectual levels which read such
material habitually had adopted a completely different approach to
the War. It might be mentioned that this reconsideration did not
extend very far down the intelligence and educational strata, of very
considerable importance when the mobilization of opinion prefatory
to the second great blood bath of the century commenced. The grad-
ual conversion of the liberal press, its editors, readers and corre-
spondents to the view that “war guilt” was a well-distributed sub-
stance and no monopoly of the losing side need not be chronicled
here. It may suffice to say that at no time was Revisionism more
thoroughly entrenched in the esteem of liberals than the early 1930’s.

No more drastic “revision” had taken place than that of America’s
wartime President. The indictment of Wilson as the grave-digger of
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pre-1917 liberalism was utterly unequivocal. There was none of the
expert evasion of a later crop of emperor-makers who sought to
enthrone Wilson on the basis of the noble things he had said in his
life and who attempted to shield him from a comprehensive assay by
keeping his domestic and foreign policies and actions in separate
water-tight compartments. In the eyes of these critics, Wilson the war-
rior cancelled out Wilson the progressive domestic reformer. They
made a deliberate issue of pointing to the war as the virtual sole gen-
erator of the sordid domestic consequences so loudly lamented by
presidential admirers. The wartime “war of nerves” waged against
the home front in the interests of solidifying their fury against the
enemy, and their sanction and support of the Government, could not
have resulted otherwise than in a “Red Scare” of some sort or other.
The primitive nature of wartime propaganda and its effects deserved
more attention than the apologists were inclined to devote in that
direction. Human emotions could hardly be regulated like piped
water or heat; people could not be turned off and on. Thus it was
perfectly natural that the ferocity of the campaign against the war-
time enemy, when deprived of its object, could be so easily diverted
to local hate objects, in the absence of more accessible demons. The
lame and halting excuse that the Attorney-General, A. Mitchell
Palmer, was to blame for what transpired got sparse acceptance.

The liberals insisted that the history of civil rights violations and
the generous use of domestic violence against the resistant and the
non-cooperative, as well as some of the uglier outbreaks of racism
and anti-radicalism, be treated from the beginning of the war and
not from some more convenient time such as when the President
had been invalided. The liberals simply would not purchase the
legend of Presidential helplessness. That the most powerful political
figure in the world could make the whole planet listen respectfully
to his requests yet stand with tied hands during the mass violation
of the Constitution at home was incomprehensible. The liberals now
insisted that Mr. Wilson could just as easily have stepped in and
modified the zeal of the war-time and post-war reaction if so inclined.
His failure to do so had unleashed the sentiments which had throttled
reform and everything allied to it, thus paving the way for a decade
during which the forces of liberalism in America scraped a low point
untouched since post-Civil War Reconstruction days.

Wilson had been under attack for years in the liberal journals at
the hands of journalists and professional historians alike before the
outbreak of the depression war in Asia. They did not stop on that
account. In January, 1932 the New Republic published John Dos
Passos’ “Meester Veelson,” about as fierce a piece on Wilson and the
wartime “liberalism” as ever appeared in any paper in America.® The
same month, Morris R. Cohen, reviewing James Truslow Adams’s
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The Epic of America, reverberated the by now well-known charges
against the wartime President, concluding, “The collapse of Wil-
sonian idealism began when in order ‘to win the war,” he allowed lib-
eral opinion to be repressed, so that he was without support when the
reactionaries got the chance to turn against him.” *

One of the most effective of the journalist-historians in the liberal
revisionist cause for some years was C. Hartley Grattan, whose Why
We Fought, published in 1929, was to be depended on for years as a
source. Late in 1934 Professor Hacker was pointing out to New
Republic readers that John Chamberlain was relying upon it heavily
as a starting point in reviewing new books appearing on the war and
its causes for the New York Times.® Grattan’s writings on the subject
continued to come out in both major liberal weeklies during this
time, including a long story late in 1932 based on Colonel Edward
M. House’s revelations, indicating that Wilson had considered enter-
ing the war early in 1916. His reply to House’s self-defense ran into
another lengthy article, during which he took time to point out that
the Allies’ wartime propaganda, that they were fighting to destroy the
Prussian ruling class, was utterly fraudulent. He called House’s atten-
tion to the fact that twelve years after Versailles it was already back
in the form of the von Schleicher-von Papen forces directing the
German government. His castigation of Wilson, House and Page
reached impressive heights of abuse.® In the summer of 1933, Grattan
had another opportunity to devote extended attention to Wilson, this
time in a review of John K. Winkler’s book Woodrow Wilson. Grat-
tan insisted Wilson had been beaten at Paris by the very forces he had
assiduously cultivated in order to get there. Once there, he tried to
overcome economic realities by rhetoric, still believing *“in the power
of moral eloquence to govern the world.” His “‘economic befuddle-
ment” 7

led to his defeat in two ways: in directing our war policy during the
period of neutrality it led him to permit the building up of economic
entanglements with the Allies, and during the conflict it led him to turn
the conduct of the war over to the strong and merciless.

Probably even less magnanimous was Max Lerner, who took the
occasion of his review of a new issue of Wilson’s The New Freedom
to make a number of caustic references to the liberal-reformist repu-
tation of Mr. Wilson. Wilson’s ‘“‘radicalism,” Lerner scoffed, con-
sisted “of the sort that took itself out mainly in after-dinner elo-
quence,” and his oratory was mainly composed of “brilliant and yet
somehow platitudinous phrases” which were “the product of an era
which could still personify the evil forces to be overcome,” and when
under pressure, “his ideals of freedom were sadly squeezed out in the
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war.” 8 Lerner, sympathetic to the New Deal, sternly warned against
assuming it to be a carryover: “The New Deal as a program must be
clearly dissociated from Wilson’s New Freedom.”

The first, and no doubt inadvertent, step in rebuilding the legend
of Wilson in liberal ranks took place when the New Republic in
the summer of 1934 printed a most sympathetic review of Profes-
sor Charles Seymour’s American Diplomacy During the World War
by Professor Sidney B. Fay. Fay, along with William L. Langer
and Harry Elmer Barnes, had been a top-rank academic revisionist
writer, but was now about to reverse the path which he had fol-
lowed in writing the monumental Origins of the World War and
begin his trip to a historian’s Canossa. Fay’s enthusiastic approval of
Seymour’s reassertion that America’s entry in the war had been the
exclusive product of Presidential idealism apparently caused con-
sternation among the editorial staff, because an editorial rebuttal
was published along with the review, a most unusual procedure, it
being customary to accept book reviews at face value and let them
stand before the readers on their own merits. Straight-forward lan-
guage was a regular feature in this publication, but its rebuke to Sey-
mour and Fay belonged almost in a class of its own.

“Mr. Seymour suggests that President Wilson may yet be recog-
nized as an example of success through failure,” it began, and “Mr.
Fay adds that the world today needs more of the Wilsonian vision.”
These statements did not impair the scholarship of these “distin-
guished historians,” but it did place their “political judgment” in
considerable doubt. There was a “‘specific lesson” to be gained from
contemplating the War President and his consequences; his failure
demonstrated °

the futility, the downright danger of noble ideas when pursued with
inappropriate instruments and when not related to the objective situa-
tion. He drew the United States into the War with a web of lofty words
concealing the very material pressure to put us in—which existed despite
the fact that no member of the Morgan firm may have asked him to de-
clare war. Wilson tried to create a healing peace without reckoning with
the imperialistic tendencies of the nations that would have to draft and
administer it. He loftily overlooked the secret treaties. He assented to the
carving up of Furope according to sentiments of political nationality
without recognizing the underlying economic realities, or the strategic
interest of France and Italy in weakening their enemies.

All this could not be airily dismissed as inconsequential and paren-
thetical material, insisted the editorial; the result of all these errors
was being seen in the political upheaval going on in Germany and
Austria at that very moment, and had to be considered as the pre-
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dominant reason for the cause of “the new war that will probably
come.” This sharp rebuke ended with the admonition to restrain
undue exhilaration; “It is quite beside the point to counsel the world
to return to Wilson’s ideals. An abject failure is not ennobled by the
fact that its intentions were good.”

Professor Hacker followed this with a rousing commendation of
the editorial and added a few penetrating comments in extenu-
ation: 1©

Dr. Fay makes it plain that he, in common with Dr. Seymour, holds to an
indefensible system of acausal idealism and rejects all efforts to place
Woodrow Wilson and the other American war leaders in relation to the
economic and social forces of their time. In addition he does not scruple
to attribute to those¢ who have engaged in this difficult and delicate kind
of study a vulgar materialism of which they are not guilty.

Hacker added, in sharp tones, “I take it as immensely significant that
the Harvard professor applauds the Yale professor and expresses the
pious wish that this book may become the official version of our
entrance into the War.” But Professor Fay showed himself quite
unruffled by Hacker or the other revisionists in his Nation review
of the third volume of Lloyd George’s War Memoirs, in which he
professed deep interest in Lloyd George’s revelations on the Balfour,
Northcliffe and Reading missions to Washington, “which did so much
to promote harmony between the two great Anglo-Saxon peoples.”
No liberal critics chose at the moment to ask by what criteria Fay had
reduced America, with its immense German, Irish, Italian, Scandi-
navian and Slavic sub-groups, to an “Anglo-Saxon people.” ** Such
sustenance of the “official mythology” was an indication that there
would be a hard road ahead for students of the question who desired
to penetrate deeper than the level of official statements.

The Seymour-Fay incident in another sense served as a reminder
that a cleavage had probably always existed between the liberals
on one side and the historians of such influential universities as
Yale, Harvard, Columbia and Chicago on the other, whose views
regarding the War could be found closer in harmony with the tenor
of a publication such as Foreign Affairs. A literary scuffle of this kind
had occurred before, when Professor Bernadotte Schmitt’s The Com-
ing of the War, r9r4 was awarded the 1931 Pulitzer Prize for history
as well as the George Louis Beer Prize by the American Historical
Association. Harry Elmer Barnes’s critical review in the New Repub-
lic 12 touched off a long argument, which did not come to a halt until
the publication late in 1932 of Professor M. H. Cochran’s Germany
Not Guilty in r9r4. This book was reviewed most favorably by
Barnes '* and Grattan in the New Republic and Nation respectively;
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and in view of Cochran’s observations on the limitations of Schmitt
as a researcher and master of German, cast reflections on the historians
who had awarded Schmitt such an important prize. Grattan especially
attacked Schmitt, claiming his book was one of the most biased
studies ever published on the origins of the war, and showed the
devotion of the bamboozled writers of war propaganda to their per-
sistent image. He further commended Cochran’s damaging examina-
tion of Schmitt, exposing his ‘“distortion, mistranslation, ignoring of
chronological sequence, use of secondary sources at crucial points
where only primary material should be admitted, use of sources long
since exposed as worthless and tipping the balance in favor of the
Allied side whenever possible.” 14

In this same month of October, 1932 the Nation editorially
scorched Foreign Affairs on its tenth anniversary of publication: “We
wish that its editors and backers could face more realistically the
facts of the lost World War and free themselves more completely
from the war-time ideology,” the statement read. In sizing up this
expensively-printed quarterly, the Nation concluded that a ‘“very
strong percentage of contributions” were submitted by ‘‘dyed-in-the-
wool upholders of the status quo, and from men in high office or dis-
tinguished by the conservative point of view.” 18

REVISIONIST PREDISPOSITIONS:
1. CURRENT EVENTS

The New Republic took pride in supporting revisionism and what
it had done for it since the war had ended. In a two-column editorial
reply to a critical letter by Paul Blanshard early in October, 1931,
concerning its support of the war while in progress, among other
things, it replied: “Whatever may be said of its War record, it [the
New Republic] certainly has never ceased pointing out the evil results
of mistaken war policies and of the peace.” ¢ Late that year it greeted
the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to President Nicholas Murray
Butler of Columbia University with a raucous reminder of 1917.
“Since the war President Butler has been a conspicuous orator for
peace,” it noted, but added the following dampener: 17

As president of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Presi-
dent Butler was a sincere advocate of “the war to end war.” He accepted
the policy of ruthlessness so far as it could be practiced by a noncom-
batant. His denunciation of Senator La Follette for fulfilling his respon-
sibilities as a statesman, his dismissal of Professor Cattell for exercising
his right as a citizen in protesting against the conscription law, remain
high water marks of what it was charitable to call wartime hysteria.
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The journal was much more enthusiastic over Jane Addams, who had
opposed entry into the war, in the same way that it editorially heaped
praise on Jeannette Rankin three years later for her resistance to the
coming of the war and her tenacious clinging to subsequent discus-
sion of the causes and costs of the war.’® And it wound up its memo-
randum by suggesting that it was now apparent, it hoped, even to
President Butler, “that the burden of the war under which the world
is staggering was vastly increased by throwing the weight of America
into the scales of belligerency.” In contrast, a few months later, on
the announcement of the coming retirement of President Abbot
Lawrence Lowell of Harvard, the Nation editorially commended him
most warmly for defending Professor Hugo Miinsterberg “during the
insanity of the World War.” 1®

Still another change of direction in the academic community was
noted when Lewis Corey reviewed Thorstein Veblen's Essays in Our
Changing Order in the Nation in December, 1934. Corey was loud
in praise of this book but chose to note that although “Veblen’s
intelligence broke down in an acceptance of ‘the war to make the
world safe for democracy,” ” there was some virtue attached to the
fact that “‘he indulged in none of the obscene hysteria of the academic
war-mongers and he recovered quickly after the peace.” 2° In a few
short years both Corey and his detested academic personalities were
to demonstrate how defenseless and vulnerable they were in the face
of a new tidal wave of war hysteria, which was not to be followed by
a quick Veblenian “recovery.”

One of the most eloquent readers of revisionist history lessons in
the New Republic was the British socialist H. N. Brailsford, the most
frequently published foreign contributor in the liberal papers in the
depression years. Brailsford claimed he had both opposed England’s
going to war and regretted the entry into the war of the United
States, this latter event terminating ‘““the hope of a stalemate and a
peace without victory.” Like the Americans, he considered the war-
time idealism a very faint force; “the idealistic motive, however sin-
cerely the masses entertained it, did not influence the belligerent gov-
ernments, most of which were brought in and kept in by the booty
promised in the secret treaties.” 2!

In an extended New Republic piece on the economic desperation
of Central Europe in the spring of 1932 titled “The Battle of the
Danube,” he placed the responsibility right on the doorsteps of the
Great Powers. It was the “mischief” they did at Paris in Balkanizing
Central Europe in response to military considerations instead of eco-
nomics that was the main cause for the distress. In retrospect he saw
the old Dual Monarchy as a far superior solution to that dreamed up
in 1919. It at least had been a workable economic area of internal
trade. But by the time it had been cut up into half a dozen districts
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with rival currencies and tariffs, and placed in the hands of inexperi-
enced legal and administrative persons, chaos was about the only thing
expectable. There was little reason for the exasperation and wonder-
ment now; furthermore, the forces which had tried to form this area
into a vast “Mittel Europa” were becoming restive again, a devel-
opment of “irresistible economic logic.” French hegemony here had
been an unhealthy experiment, and he warned that the attempt to
increase the scope of the disease as a cure would be a serious mistake.??

On the Nation, the persistence of editor-in-chief Villard in ham-
mering away on the revisionist theme was unsurpassed. The success
of Adolf Hitler in German politics sharpened his reminders as to the
relation between the war and what was now taking place. Added to
his wry remark that we had gone to war to make the world safe for
Communism and Mussolini, was the new theme of the German reac-
tion to a dozen years of botchery of Central Europe. But every bit of
day-to-day news which could be used to drive home the disillusion-
ment with the war was employed. A few weeks after the 1931 Man-
churian incident, President Hoover’s Under-Secretary of State Wil-
liam R. Castle delivered in the course of a disarmament speech an
attack on World War idealism which matched the revisionist liberals
in vigor, and further averred that it was during the war that “the
seeds of the depression were sown.” The Nation editorially in high
enthusiasm called Castle’s outspoken conduct “true statesmanship,”
“the kind of courage and truth telling we have a right to expect from
men in high office.” 22 On the occasion of the death of the well-known
British revisionist G. Lowes Dickinson in the summer of 1932, the
Nation referred to him as “‘one of England’s most unselfish, wisest and
high-minded citizens”: 2¢

An ardent advocate of peace, he had the courage to remain so when war
came, not being accustomed to sloughing off his principles and ideals to
suit the happenings of the moment.

In reporting Dickinson’s death, the Nation felt that his course was
fully vindicated by events since the Armistice, “especially his opposi-
tion to harsh reparations or retaliatory measures against Germany,”
now that a belligerent regime had acceded to state power.

The Nation hurled an especially bitter editorial on the 15th anni-
versary of the entry of the United States into the World War. Com-
menting on the big military parade in Washington, it declared in
words dripping with scorn:

For ourselves we rather liked the parade—it gave the lie so clearly to the
Great Hypocrisy that we won the war to end war; it emphasized so
plainly how thoroughly we have become militarized since we went to war
to punish Germany for being so militarized.
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The editorial concluded by suggesting that the country also ought to
remember the vast debt, the 50,000 dead, the legion of wounded still
in the hospitals, and the “stranglehold” of the armed services on Con-
gress, as well as the political consequences; “We have earned the hos-
tility of Europe. The only people who speak well of us in Europe are
the Germans we fought. Oh, how wise and farsighted we were to go
into that war.” 28

In the fall of 1932 Villard promised to support the National Econ-
omy League in its drive toward reducing the number of drawers of
war pensions, which were described as “only one of the evil results of
our entrance into the World War”; “One might almost ask if any
war was ever entered into with more superb disregard of inevitable
consequences than the United States showed in 1914.” 26

When Associate Justice Owen J. Roberts of the Supreme Court
ruled in favor of Germany in the long-drawn-out 1916 “Black Tom”
explosion claims case in December and disallowed any collection of
damages, the Nation went over the substance of the charges carefully
and rejoiced in the decision of the umpire. “This decision shows
again how foolish the American people were to swallow the tales
spread by Allied propagandists and misguided American patriots who
wanted only to drag us into war with Germany.” %

A three-column editorial, “A Farewell to Republicans,” was fea-
tured in the Nation the week Franklin D. Roosevelt was inaugurated,
in which the readers were reminded that “the consequences of the
World War and the major responsibility of the Democrats for put-
ting the United States into it must not be forgotten,” but a qualifica-
tion was appended which also called to mind that “the Republicans
were as eager to make war,” and that both parties remained proud of
their positions in 191%.28

Probably the most astounding thing written by Villard on the sub-
ject of war disillusionment and unhappiness with Woodrow Wilson
was a full two-page “Open Letter to Colonel House” published on
April 5, 1933. It was an epitome of all that had appeared in like vein
in the journal for a dozen years, roasting House and Wilson in an
almost unbelievable outburst of invective. It was written in the
strongest language yet used in denunciation of America’s wartime
leaders and declared war aims.?®

’

REVISIONIST PREDISPOSITIONS:
2. SOME LITERARY MEN REMINISCE

War veterans whose writing appeared in the liberal journals in the
downswing depression years tended to substantiate all the disillu-
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sioned attitudes of the liberal revisionist pacifists toward the war. The
spirit of 41l Quiet on the Western Front and Walter Owen’s almost
indescribably depressing The Cross of Carl permeated their contribu-
tions. Some writers attained impressive heights of expression in put-
ting their reactions to the war in print. The emphasis, in line with
the times, was on the “doughboy.” Murray Godwin, a contributor to
the liberal press quite frequently, wrote a blistering review of Squads
Write, a volume of selections from the official service newspaper
Stars and Stripes, which enjoyed freedom from competition. Godwin
abused the book as “tripe” and ‘“rubbish,” and contributed a bit of
confidential material from his own experience. “When I hung my
mess kit, early in 1919, beside a double deck bunk in the Caserne
Carnot, I found there was one paper not permitted to be sold in
camp. That was the Paris edition of the Chicago Tribune.” Godwin
asserted that the reason for this was that the Tribune “opened its
columns to the beefing of the bucks,” and that the authoritative state-
ments about the universal readership of the service paper to the con-
trary, practically all the men in his barracks “read nothing but the
‘Trib. > 80

When James Rorty reviewed Stepchild of the Rhine by the Alsa-
tian Oscar Ludmann, he was refreshed by the author’s reference to
disillusioned German veterans fraternizing with the French at the
eastern extremities of the French-German front, both were deter-
mined to keep the sector quiet. Rorty was impelled to recall having
seen the same thing, remembered the French soldiers “cultivating
lettuce and carrots just back of the trenches,” and “cursing the
recently arrived Americans who insisted upon carrying on the war.” 31
This reflected on the blood-lust of America’s ally, but William
March’s Company K, although fictional, struck home in the same way
to many of those Americans who remembered the war with loathing.
Granville Hicks reviewed it with enthusiasm for the New Republic
and spoke of it as one of the two or three first-rate American novels
of the War. But the pessimism and defeatism in the book even
depressed Hicks, who felt that it should have closed on a brighter and
more rebellious note.32

Malcolm Cowley’s articles ‘““The Homeless Generations” in the
New Republic in the fall of 1932 stand as one of the most effective
summarizations of the impact of the war on the youths who fought
and lived to reject completely all that the war was presumably fought
for. Describing the sensation, Cowley remembered nothing particu-
larly noble about it, and had nothing to say about the sentiments
expressed by the leaders who remained in America: 33

School and college had uprooted us in spirit; now we were physically
uprooted, hundreds of us, millions, plucked from our own soil as if by
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a clam-shell bucket and dumped, scattered among strange people. All our
roots were dead now, even the Anglo-Saxon tradition of our literary an-
cestors, even the habits of slow thrift that characterized our social order.
We were fed, lodged, clothed by strangers, commanded by strangers, in-
fected with the poison of irresponsibility and unconcern for the future—
the poison of travel, too, for we learned that problems could be left be-
hind us merely by moving elsewhere—and the poison of danger, excite-
ment, that made our old life seem intolerable. Then, as suddenly as it
began for us, the War ended.

When the war ended, Cowley said, the “sense of relief was too deep
to express, so we all got drunk.” But the intoxication and the “tears
of joy” did not last long, and soon “the composite fatherland” for
which they had fought and “in which some of us still believed” dis-
solved before they realized what was taking place. Then home,
“appropriately,” thought Cowley, to New York, “the homeland of the
uprooted.” And presumably, that was the condition in which they
still remained.

At this stage no element in America was so convinced that mili-
tarism could not be overcome by militarism and war cured by more
war. That there was a high degree of unanimity in the evaluation of
the steady flow of books referring to some aspect or other of the war
when it came from these men is not surprising. The explosion of
more war in Asia and South America was not fully appreciated by
many liberals, to a great extent due to the fact that they had not yet
recuperated from the numbness produced by that of 1914-1918. Every
new memoir and special study rang the same alarm bell, and the
reviewers tended to rehearse a large part of a story already told
many times, and presumably etched so deeply that nothing seemed
capable of erasing its outlines.

REVISIONIST PREDISPOSITIONS:
3. DEPRESSION WAR BOOKS IN REVIEW

Lewis Mumford in the course of a review of the third volume of Egon
Friedell’s A Cultural History of the Modern Age in the New Repub-
lic for January 11, 1933, made a reference to “the dreary insanity of
the World War.” In many ways the remark was a fair characterization
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