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INTRODUCTION

There have been few eras in American history more dynamic than the first
fifteen years after World War II. The theme of the time was great expec-
tations, lofty hopes, and grand dreams for the future. These hopes and
dreams were personal: to own a home, to be financially comfortable, to
live a good life. But there were also expectations and dreams for the nation:
to be a world leader in a new modern era. Immediately after the war,
Americans saw the future as prosperous, safe, and secure.

It is no wonder. During the war the nation’s economy had been geared
up to meet the challenge of fascism and expansionism in Europe and Asia.
War production was phenomenal. In fact, by the war’s end, the average
American had come to realize that it was American industrial might that
had won the war. And if anyone doubted it, there were nearly amazing
facts and figures to prove it. By 1942 full employment had been reached;
by the end of the war U.S. industry was producing over 46,000 aircraft
per year; in Portland, Oregon, Henry Kaiser was building 10,000-ton lib-
erty ships in just seventeen days; and the total national income had risen
from $70 billion in 1940 to over $161 billion by 1945. These were phe-
nomenal statistics. Clearly, the United States had the ability to do about
anything it wanted. The war showed that the U.S. government, through
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effective central planning, could move the economy in any direction, at any
speed, and with any number of results.

It is not surprising that when the war ended, the American people had
tremendous confidence in what the future held. Their powerful wartime
economy was about to be retooled and redirected toward consumer needs.
There was every reason to believe that government planning (used in con-
junction with the powers of the private sector of business and industry)
would produce an economy for the future that could provide for everyone,
maintain full employment, and send the United States into the future as the
richest nation in the world, even in history. The Great Depression seemed
little more than a bad dream. The war was over. The future was bright.

And in many ways it was. Personal income continued to rise after the
war. Factory production increased. The gap between rich and poor nar-
rowed. More products were available to the consumer than ever before.
And the burgeoning economy kept postwar inflation in check. All this
translated into a better standard of living for most Americans. It was a
dynamic time.

But with the abundance came a great deal of unexpected anxiety. Amer-
icans had come to believe that the end of the war had somehow brought
an end to evil in the world; and if it had not, then the U.S. atomic monopoly
would keep the forces of evil in check in the future. But almost immediately
after the war the Soviets became the new enemy, and within four years
they had the atomic bomb, and Eastern Europe and China had fallen into
the Soviet sphere. Then, in the summer of 1950, the U.S. military was at
war against the forces of communism in Korea—and not winning. These
events were so surprising, so frustrating, to Americans that they began to
accept that Communist spies inside the government must have caused the
turnabout. Americans did not expect a cold war, and certainly they did not
expect to be losing it. The anxiety was tremendous.

The economic abundance caused a number of important changes in the
period—but few Americans seemed to see the consequences of those
changes for the future. For instance, few saw the significance of the new
suburban lifestyle—how it would change the character of America’s cities,
alter race relations, even reshape the place of women in society. The shift
to the suburbs was as significant in American history as the move from the
farm to the city in the first half of the century. For the middle-class white
Americans who made the move, things were generally good; it was the
manifestation of the American dream. But the problems that were left in
the lurch grew through the 1950s until they became the major social prob-
lems of the next decades.

African Americans began to make progress in their demand for civil
rights in the postwar period. Much of this had to do with the growing
economy that allowed for the development of a new black middle class that
could aid in the support of such a movement. It also had to do with the
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power of the black vote in northern urban centers that held sway in several
elections. For the first time in history, politicians were forced to listen to
black voters if they wanted to win. It was a major turning point. But the
entire movement was headed toward a tremendous white backlash that
would, some argued later, cause the nation’s race relations to worsen
through the last half of the century.

There was no time like this in American history. Americans honestly
believed they could do anything, achieve any goal: stop communism, bring
an end to poverty, send rockets into space, end racism, build a house and
provide two cars for everyone, cure any disease. The irony of the era is
that the successes themselves often brought along serious problems that
had to be dealt with in the next difficult decades.






1

DOMESTIC POLITICS IN
TRUMAN'S FIRST TERM—
AND THE ANATOMY OF AN
UPSET

On February 20, 1945, Vice President Harry S Truman heard that Franklin
Roosevelt was dead. Truman had been in office barely four weeks, and the
prospect of taking the weight of the nation’s woes from Roosevelt’s broad
shoulders was something that clearly frightened him. The news “swept
through the corridors and across the floor” of the Senate, Truman wrote
in his memoirs. But it was only a rumor. “There had always been baseless
rumors about Franklin D. Roosevelt. . . . I did not want to think about the
possibility of his death as President.” It was no wonder that the rumors
flew through Washington in the late winter and early spring of 1945. As
Truman remembered Roosevelt in those days, ‘I was shocked by his ap-
pearance. His eyes were sunken. His magnificent smile was missing from
his careworn face. He seemed a spent man. I had a hollow feeling within
me.”" On April 12, FDR died of a massive brain hemorrhage in Warm
Springs, Georgia—and Harry Truman was president of the United States.
“Maybe it will come out alright,” he wrote to his mother a few days later.

Franklin Roosevelt was a symbol for an age. And on April 12, 1945,
that age came to an abrupt end with his death. He had carried the nation
through the Great Depression and World War II. He had served three terms
and had been elected to a fourth. To many Americans he was the only
president they had ever known; to others it seemed incomprehensible that
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anyone else could become president. Through twelve years in office he had
forged a coalition that would still show its force in presidential elections
thirty years later. Some attribute his success to his character and charm,
others to his leadership abilities, and still others have said that it was the
magnitude of the events during his tenure in the White House that pro-
duced the greatness in the man.

In April 1945 Roosevelt was a world leader. The war was about to reach
its climax on both fronts, and all the goals and aims that the Allied armies
had fought and died for were about to be realized in total victory; horrible
evils in the world were about to be removed, swept away by all that was
right. At home, the great American war machine, geared up and humming
smoothly, was about to be redirected to peacetime production, and Amer-
icans could look forward to a prosperous and secure future, standing
astride the world with their supreme military and strong consumer econ-
omy.

But there were serious problems, and to Harry Truman in April 1945 it
was the problems that seemed to outweigh the promising prospects of the
postwar world. Could the American economy absorb 10 million war work-
ers and another 12 million soldiers returning from the battlefronts? There
was great concern in the nation that the U.S. economy had only briefly
flourished because of the demands for war production and that when the
war ended, the miseries of the Great Depression would return to haunt the
nation. Others saw the opposite problem. American consumers, with
money from the wartime boom burning holes in their pockets, were ready
to spend their savings on goods that had long been denied them. Would
that bring on runaway inflation? Organized labor had abstained from mak-
ing wage demands through the war. Overtime work for the war effort had
brought with it the prosperity of overtime wages. How would labor react
when the war ended, production slacked, and overtime wages came to an
end? And what of the Soviets, the United Nations, and the Grand Alliance?
What of a new world order that was bound to emerge in the postwar era?
In April 1945 the problems of the nation and the world were transferred
from the broad shoulders of Roosevelt to the not-so-broad shoulders of
Truman, and it all seemed more than the new president could handle. “I
felt like the moon, the stars, and all the planets had fallen on me,” the new
president told some friends.?

It is a phenomenon of the American political system that, in order to
appeal to the largest possible range of voters, a presidential candidate is
bound to select as his running mate someone of nearly opposite character.
Such was the case in 1944. Franklin Delano Roosevelt was urbane, urban,
wealthy, the career politician who had risen to political importance in New
York as a reformer who had battled the bossism of Tammany Hall. With
the Roosevelt money and name, he had glided through life from the social
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prominence of Hyde Park to Groton, Harvard, and on to law school at
Columbia. From there life took the young Roosevelt on to Wall Street,
New York State politics, and then into the White House in 1933. For
Truman, in stark contrast, life had been hard. Born in 1884 in western
Missouri, Truman had lived his early life on the frontier, where opportu-
nities were limited and prospects were bleak. He carried with him through
life the values and ethics of his Baptist youth and the rural southern
traditions of western Missouri. There was no prominent family name, no
family wealth, no marvelous education to carry him through his early life.
He was, in a word, ordinary.

Truman served in France during World War I, and afterward he failed
at a small haberdashery business in Kansas City. He then tried his hand at
investing in oil and mining interests; he failed at that as well. At the age
of thirty he turned to politics, where he found success at the local level,
where he seemed destined to stay. But by allying with the Pendergast or-
ganization, a corrupt Kansas City political machine, Truman moved up the
political ladder and finally into the U.S. Senate, where he made a name for
himself as one of only a few southern Democrats who stood by Roosevelt
and the New Deal. As chairman of the “Truman Committee,” a Senate
investigative committee charged with examining all aspects of war produc-
tion, he moved into national prominence as a Capitol Hill workhorse, a
man who could get a job done. When powerful southern Democrats and
big city bosses put pressure on FDR to dump his liberal vice president,
Henry Wallace, for a more moderate man (preferably a southerner) Roo-
sevelt relented and chose Truman as his 1944 running mate. A few of the
Democratic Party leaders knew what the future held for the party, for the
nation, and for FDR. Edwin Pauley, the Democratic National Committee
treasurer, said during the party’s dump-Wallace fight: “You are not nom-
inating a Vice President of the United States, but a President.”® In April
1945 they got their man: Harry Truman, the virtual antithesis of Franklin
Roosevelt.

Truman was a proven New Dealer, and in his first term in office he
moved to extend the tentacles of the New Deal. On September 6, he re-
vealed his twenty-one-point plan to expand and extend New Deal programs
already in place, and to take the New Deal into the next era. He called for
a full employment bill, a higher minimum wage, national housing legisla-
tion, an extension of Social Security, a new public works program, and the
establishment of a permanent Fair Employment Practices Commission. To
this he added a request for an atomic energy control board, federal aid to
education, and national health insurance. It was a broad, aggressive pro-
gram—a significant extension of the New Deal. But Truman, a product of
Capitol Hill politics, was unwilling to confront the increasingly conserva-
tive Congress, and only two of his twenty-one-point proposals were passed
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by Congress during the next two years. All too often, Americans soon
learned, the new president’s words did not translate into actions.

Truman may have come to the White House as a proven supporter of
Roosevelt’s New Deal, but he was clearly uncomfortable with the New
Dealers. Most of Roosevelt’s appointees were northeastern liberals, intel-
lectuals, and visionaries. At first, Truman wanted to keep the spirit of the
New Deal alive by keeping the New Dealers by his side, but the differences
were simply too great. Within a month he was complaining about the ad-
visers and cabinet members he had inherited from FDR. “Most of the peo-
ple Roosevelt had close around him,” he told an aide, ‘“‘were crackpots and
the lunatic fringe.”* He preferred the term “forward-looking” when de-
scribing his programs, as opposed to “progressive” or “liberal,” words that
he felt described the programs of the far left. Not surprisingly, the feeling
was mutual. To the New Dealers, those men who had conceived the New
Deal, who had fought for it in Congress and in the courts and then imple-
mented it—men who had had their hands on the gears of the nation’s
economy and its government for twelve hard years, Truman was a usurper,
a country hick, a “Throttlebottom,” as David Lilienthal called him. Not
surprisingly, within four months of Truman’s ascension all of Roosevelt’s
cabinet officers except Henry Wallace had resigned, thereby alienating the
large and significant liberal wing of the Democratic Party.

For many liberals it was the lone survivor, Henry Wallace, who had been
the heir apparent to FDR’s throne; and, of course, he would have become
president in April 1945 had not the conservatives in the party had their
way at the 1944 Democratic National Convention and insisted on dumping
him for Truman. To the liberals, the prospect of a man of Truman’s ilk
carrying on in the shoes of “The Boss,” as they had often called Roosevelt,
was more than they could comprehend. “How I wish you were at the
helm,” a young Hubert Humphrey wrote to Wallace.” Eleanor Roosevelt
expressed the same feelings. Just after her husband’s death she wrote to
Wallace: “I feel that you are peculiarly fitting to carry on the ideals which
were close to my husband’s heart.””® FDR had placed Wallace in the cabinet
as secretary of commerce, as a sort of consolation for being dumped from
the 1944 ticket, and there he remained when Truman came to office. But
Wallace continued to see himself as the titular head of the party’s left wing,
and the rightful successor to Roosevelt and the New Deal, a program that
he helped build as secretary of agriculture and then as vice president. For
eighteen months Wallace chafed at the bit in the Truman cabinet as the
administration stumbled into a stalemate with Congress, and then (as Wal-
lace came to believe) began moving toward war with the Soviets. A break
between Wallace and Truman was inevitable. Their power bases were dif-
ferent, their backgrounds were different, their attitudes toward government
and policy were different. They tolerated each other at first, but they were
two opposite poles simply waiting for the right moment to repel each other.
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The Truman—Wallace conflict reached its climax on September 12, 1946,
when Wallace spoke to a crowd of supporters at Madison Square Garden
in New York. The topic was foreign policy, and the tone was clearly an-
tiadministration. He derided Truman for his “get tough with Russia” pol-
icy, and he said that the United States had ““no more business in the political
affairs of Eastern Europe than Russia has in the political affairs of [Latin
Americal].”” Truman’s secretary of state, James Byrnes, was at the Paris
Peace Conference with a bipartisan congressional delegation, trying to con-
vince the leaders of the world that the United States was of one mind on
foreign policy in these early days of the cold war. Byrnes saw Wallace’s
speech for what it was: a statement in direct opposition to his own foreign
policy. His reaction was exasperation. Over Teletype he told the president
that if Wallace was not kept quiet on foreign policy, he would resign. Later
he added: “The world is today in doubt not only as to American foreign
policy, but as to your foreign policy.””® Byrnes’s him-or-me statements were
clear. Truman had to make a choice, and it would be Wallace who would
have to go. He resigned on September 20; but he emerged from the fray
martyred, the darling of the left—the first faction of the Democratic Party
to spin off after Roosevelt’s death, and the first faction that Truman was
unable to control.

Truman stepped into the White House with a convincing 87 percent
approval rating. That figure clearly owed more to his anonymity than to
his popularity, or even the people’s expectations. But as Americans got to
know their new president in these difficult times, their attitude changed
quickly. By October 1946 Truman’s approval rating had plummeted to a
paltry 32 percent. The problems in the administration revolved mostly
around the postwar economy. Truman may have wanted to expand the
New Deal and continue with the Roosevelt mantle, but the economic sit-
uation after the war was much different from that during the Great De-
pression. In fact, one could argue, it was just the opposite. The postwar
economy boomed. Fears of a postwar depression evaporated almost im-
mediately as the nation’s war machine was switched over to peacetime
production to meet the growing demand for consumer goods that was fu-
eled by wartime incomes. Demobilization of the armed forces was rapid;
they dropped from a wartime high of about 12 million to about 3.5 million
in less than a year. Consumer income was up; production was up. Truman’s
problem with the economy was inflation, not depression. The postwar
world was no longer faced with the problems of poverty and the burdens
of inequality that were so pervasive in the 1930s. The new problem was
how to distribute the new abundance more equally.

In an attempt to maintain a grip on the economy, Truman carried the
wartime wage and price controls over into the postwar period, a policy
that was immediately unpopular. Americans had money to spend, and they
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knew the products (the products they had been denied for four years) were
available. Workers had socked away some 25 percent of their take-home
pay in the last two years of the war, and by midsummer 1945 the nation’s
liquid assets totaled about $140 billion—three times the national income
in 1932. The United States was an economic explosion waiting to happen.
But Truman insisted on keeping the wartime controls in place to head off
inflation. The inevitable result was a rapid increase in black-market activity,
a flouting of the law, and a quick drop in Truman’s popularity. Finally, in
June 1946, under increasing pressure from the electorate, Congress forced
the administration to lift the controls by emasculating the Office of Price
Administration, the government agency responsible for implementing the
controls. The result was an immediate jump in inflation. The economy,
however, was basically sound. The large infusion of money moved business
and industry to convert rapidly to peacetime production in order to meet
the additional demand, and industrial production soared.

In the wake of this economic boom was left organized labor, now
stronger than it had ever been, a force to be reckoned with both at the
bargaining table and in the political arena. But labor emerged from the war
hemmed in. Certainly, labor had done its part to win the war by agreeing
not to strike in wartime, and then by building the matériel needed to win
the war. But after the war the average worker was taking home less real
income than before the war, while everywhere he looked he saw prosperity:
higher salaries, higher profits, bigger budgets, more demand. When the war
ended, cutbacks in overtime dragged wages down. In 1941 the average
American laborer’s real wage was $28.12 per week. That had risen to
$36.72 in 1945. But by the fall of 1946, inflation and a reduction in over-
time pulled real wages back to the 1941 level. The pie was expanding, but
labor’s share had remained the same. Industry, however, argued that it was
stuck with the cost of retooling for peacetime production, plus it was forced
to endure the burdens of Truman’s postwar price controls. To become
locked into long-term wage contracts in such uncertain times was incon-
ceivable to industry leaders. Neither side would budge. Strike was in the
air, and everyone knew it.

Between the two victory celebrations of V-E Day and V-] Day the nation
experienced 4,600 work stoppages involving some 5 million workers. Then,
after the war in the Pacific ended, the situation got even worse. In Septem-
ber, 43,000 oil refinery workers went out on strike, cutting off one-third
of the nation’s oil supply. In late November the United Auto Workers
struck General Motors, idling nearly 325,000 workers. Then on January
21, 1946, 750,000 steelworkers walked off the job. Two hundred thousand
electrical workers and another 200,000 packinghouse workers were out.
The nation looked to the president for answers, but Truman’s only response
was to set up blue ribbon committees of labor and management to rec-
ommend answers. They had none. On April 1, 1946, John L. Lewis, the



Domestic Politics in Truman’s First Term 7

bushy-browed head of the United Mine Workers, ordered 340,000 soft coal
miners out on strike. Truman responded decisively by seizing the mines,
but he provoked the wrath of the powerful John L. in doing so, and he
placed himself on the road to alienating organized labor, a major sector in
the New Deal liberal coalition. The showdown between the president and
labor finally came when the railroad engineers and trainmen struck on May
24, threatening to shut down the nation’s commerce and much of its in-
dustry. America’s labor leaders, Truman said, were no different from “the
‘foreign enemy’ of Pearl Harbor.” Before a joint session of Congress, Tru-
man asked for emergency powers to bring contempt proceedings against
the labor leaders and to draft striking workers into the military. These were
Draconian measures, and the response from labor was quick. While Tru-
man spoke, the telephone rang in the anteroom of the House chamber. A
note was handed to Truman. ‘“He smiled silently,” an aide remembered,
and read the note to Congress: “Word has just been received that the rail-
road strike has been settled on the terms proposed by the President.”” The
chamber erupted in applause and sustained cheering, and Truman basked
in the glow of the moment. It would be some time before he would again
experience such popularity. Philip Murray of the CIO said that Truman’s
proposal “constitute[s] a beachhead for those sinister forces in American
life which seek to use the military power as a means of crushing labor.”*°
And A. F. Whitney of the Brotherhood of Railroad Trainmen vowed to use
all of the union’s $47 million to defeat Truman in 1948, pronouncing him
little more than a “political accident.” Truman had won the day, but he
had lost the support of labor—the second sector of the Democratic Party
he had alienated in just twelve months.

As the midterm elections approached in November 1946, polls showed
Truman’s approval rating percentage continuing to hover in the low thir-
ties. Clearly, he was not what the nation wanted in a president. For many
Americans he was only filling out FDR’s fourth term, a caretaker president,
someone holding down the fort until 1948, when the Democrats would
again nominate a strong candidate to carry on at the head of the Roosevelt
coalition. Truman, as he admitted later in his life, felt much the same way,
and it showed. Even inside the Democratic Party he held little sway. The
Democratic National Committee decided in the 1946 campaign that it was
better to buy radio time and broadcast some of FDR’s speeches than to
send Truman out to campaign for the Democratic candidates running for
Congress.

Truman’s lack of leadership abilities in his first fifteen months in office
caused a splintering in the Democratic Party. FDR had put together a frag-
ile coalition of diverse groups that included southern conservatives, north-
eastern liberals, western farmers, organized labor, big city bosses, and
minorities and immigrants in the northern cities. Truman simply did not
have the qualities necessary to hold these disparate groups together. With-
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out the glue of FDR, parts of this fragile coalition began to split off, each
hoping to organize its own power base and lead the Democrats into the
future. Other groups moved toward independent third parties in an attempt
to forge a new Democratic coalition.

Truman would have to use his position and power as president to bring
the coalition back together in time for the 1948 election. All of this became
clear to the Democratic Party leaders in November 1946, when the Dem-
ocrats lost control of Congress for the first time since 1930. Truman, the
“accidental president” and the most unpopular man in the White House
in the twentieth century, now also had to face a hostile, and conservative,
Congress eager to assert its own policies and programs. Democratic Senator
J. William Fulbright of Arkansas suggested that Truman, in such an unten-
able position, might appoint a Republican secretary of state (then the suc-
cessor to the president in the absence of a vice president) and step aside.
Thereafter, Truman referred to Fulbright as “Senator Halfbright.” Truman
would hang on for the coming political wars.

The members of the Republican-dominated 80th Congress came to
Washington prepared to change the direction of the nation, to use their
mandate to bring an end to the liberal New Deal. They had won their
majority in both houses with a national Republican campaign that revolved
around the phrase “Had enough?”—although it was not clear if the voters
had had enough of Truman or the New Deal, or both. But it was clear
that the answer was a resounding “yes.” The Republicans had also cam-
paigned hard on an issue for the future: that Washington was riddled with
Communists. The Republican “class of 46 included thirty-three-year-old
Richard Milhous Nixon from California and Joseph R. McCarthy from
Wisconsin. McCarthy had defeated the venerable Robert La Follette, Jr.,
by just over 5,000 votes, using the campaign slogan “Washington needs a
Tail-Gunner,” a reference to his place in a B-29 during the war. Also elected
in 1946 was the twenty-nine-year-old John F. Kennedy, whose family
wealth, prominent name, and heroic war record quickly made him a prom-
ising young figure among the powerful northeastern liberal wing of the
Democratic Party.

The Republicans who came to Capitol Hill in the early days of 1946
coalesced around Robert Taft, “Mr. Republican,” the austere, prewar mid-
western isolationist, the son of Theodore Roosevelt’s successor. Taft was
eyeing the 1948 Republican nomination and the White House. In his
shadow was Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan, another prewar midwestern
isolationist. But Vandenberg had been jarred from his isolationism after
Pearl Harbor and now led the Republican Party’s internationalist bloc. Tru-
man tried hard to place a bipartisan face on America’s foreign policy (for
consumption both at home and abroad) by keeping Vandenberg visibly on
the inside of all major administration foreign policy decisions.

The love-hate relationship between Truman and the 80th Congress was
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a phenomenon unique in the twentieth century. On domestic matters, it
was a gloves-off affair; the president vetoed seventy-five bills in the two
sessions, five of his vetoes were overridden, and very little was accom-
plished. On foreign affairs, however, the two parties worked together
through both sessions to establish a cold war foreign policy that would
prevail for another forty years. In the final analysis, the record of the 80th
Congress benefited Truman and helped him ride a surge of support right
into the Democratic National Convention and then on to victory in 1948.
Image had become an important factor, and Congress became Truman’s
foil. By introducing and supporting liberal legislation that he certainly knew
the conservative 80th Congress would not pass, Truman was able to por-
tray Congress as the political arm of big business, insensitive to the needs
of the average American, and unwilling to act on much-needed domestic
reforms. Consequently, the president came away with a heightened image
as the defender of the common man, a fighter against oppression, and the
real successor to the New Deal—a program that the average American was
not at all prepared to throw over at the hands of the Republicans. On
foreign affairs, Truman took the popular anticommunist stance that was
supported by a large majority of both parties—and by a large majority of
the American people. With support from both sides of the aisle, Truman’s
decisive foreign policy initiatives gave him the image of a strong world
leader.

The Republicans, confident that the 1948 presidential election was theirs,
fell into Truman’s trap by refusing to enact the president’s liberal program
and by passing a number of bills that seemed to be designed to dismantle
the New Deal and aid the wealthy. A Republican bill to reduce taxes on
the upper income brackets was passed over Truman’s veto; and the Re-
publicans excluded several groups from Social Security benefits, overriding
two presidential vetoes to get the job done. They turned down Truman’s
request to expand public power in favor of private power interests, and
they killed an administration-supported bill to provide aid to education. A
bill to increase the minimum wage failed without so much as a hearing,
and bills to provide comprehensive housing and a permanent Fair Employ-
ment Practices Commission also met premature deaths in committee.
Southern Democrats, seeing no need to support what appeared to be Tru-
man’s failing lame-duck presidency, backed the Republican initiatives in
Congress in exchange for Republican support in killing all civil rights leg-
islation. This antiadministration coalition in Congress seemed insurmount-
able, but it increased Truman’s image with the American people as their
representative fighting in the trenches against the forces of big business and
privilege.

One of the biggest fights came over the Taft-Hartley Bill. Passed in the
summer of 1947, Taft-Hartley was designed to give the administration a
mechanism to regulate labor and control strikes. It would supersede the
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1935 Wagner Act, a New Deal sacred cow that had recognized the right
of labor to bargain collectively but had placed no restrictions on strikes.
Taft-Hartley was clearly a reaction to the postwar strikes that had been
sweeping the country; it was also a move by the Republicans to dismantle
at least one portion of the New Deal. Taft—-Hartley outlawed the closed
shop, allowed for injunctions, and banned industrywide bargaining. It was
not harsh, and in light of the recent wave of strikes it was clear that some
sort of mechanism was needed to keep labor from grinding the nation to
a halt in order to serve its own ends. But the labor unions called it the
“slave labor bill,”” and Truman saw an opportunity to get back into labor’s
good graces. He vetoed the bill, and Congress promptly overrode the veto.
Thanks to the 80th Congress, Truman was able to win back labor, along
with a great deal of grassroots liberal support.

As the 1948 election approached, several members of the Truman ad-
ministration began devising a strategy that would reinvigorate the old New
Deal coalition that had elected FDR to four successive terms. Most of this
strategy came from Truman’s special counsel, Clark Clifford. Clifford was
a young St. Louis attorney, a wunderkind who had slipped into the White
House through his association with Truman crony Jake Vardeman. Clifford
was no New Deal visionary; he was more pragmatic than idealistic, one of
the founding disciples of the new postwar brand of politics that focused
on winning elections and answering questions later. “Every decision made,”
Clifford later recalled, “had some political connotation.”!! Clifford saw in
Roosevelt’s New Deal coalition a winning formula that could keep Truman
in the White House for four more years, and he worked hard to exploit it.
Immediately following the 1946 midterm defeats, he and a group of self-
styled liberals (most of them were in undersecretary positions in the ad-
ministration) began meeting on Monday nights to plan a strategy for 1948.
Clifford became a conduit for this group—the man with the president’s
ear. They would formulate a mostly liberal agenda for Truman to follow,
and Clifford would present the plan to the president. This group advised
Truman to veto Taft-Hartley; attack the 80th Congress; and support civil
rights, national health insurance, fair employment legislation, federal hous-
ing, and the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine. Much of this
strategy was set down in a notorious memo to the president by presidential
assistant James Rowe in September 1947. The memo, entitled “The Politics
of 1948,” came to Truman’s desk under Clifford’s signature, but later ev-
idence has shown that Rowe, and not Clifford, was its sole author. Rowe’s
prophecies and advice could not have been more correct. Some fourteen
months before the election he predicted that the Republicans would nom-
inate Thomas Dewey, that Wallace would run on a third-party ticket, that
relations with the Soviets would worsen, that the conflict between the pres-
ident and Congress would deepen, and that African Americans living in
northern cities would support the president and southern Democrats would
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not desert him. He identified the various groups of the old New Deal co-
alition and offered suggestions on how the president might satisfy each one
in order to win their support and votes. He recommended that Truman
move to the left to bring back into the party those disaffected liberals who
were panting after Wallace. He suggested a reorganization of the Demo-
cratic Party directed at winning elections, and that “the President work to
present a sharper image to the people. ... No one really cares any more
about the round-the-world flyer, or the little girl with the first poppy of the
Disabled Veterans, or the Eagle Scout from Idaho.”!?

One group targeted by Rowe was African Americans. Truman inherited
a minor commitment to civil rights when he came to office in April 1945.
FDR had walked a thin line between demands by black leaders and those
made by southern whites, with the result that he was successful in receiving
the vast majority of votes from both sides of the line. During Roosevelt’s
tenure there was enough room in the Democratic Party for both southern
whites and blacks. But after the war the demands by African Americans
increased, while southern whites continued to stand firm against federal
encroachments on southern values, particularly their right to continue seg-
regation of the races and disfranchisement of African-American voters in
the South. By 1948 the flame under the issue had been turned up consid-
erably. In addition, the great migration of blacks from the South to the
North that had started during World War I was beginning to have an effect
at the polls. During the 1940s alone, nearly 2 million African Americans
had moved north, mostly to the large urban areas where jobs were the
most plentiful. By 1948 a powerful coalition had emerged in America’s
largest northern cities (and the large California cities) between African
Americans, liberals, and organized labor. James Rowe, in his memo to
Truman in the summer of 1947, told the president that the Democrats
would need this black support in 1948: “A theory of many professional
politicians is that the northern Negro voter today holds the balance of
power in Presidential elections for the simple arithmetical reason that the
Negroes not only vote in a bloc but are geographically concentrated in the
pivotal, large and closely contested electoral states such as New York, Il-
linois, Pennsylvania, Ohio and Michigan.”!?

But the problem for Truman was the white South. Would the South
hold? Could he do what Roosevelt had done: Walk the thin line between
the southern power brokers in Congress and black voters? Rowe addressed
this question as well: “As always,” he wrote, “‘the South can be considered
safely Democratic. And in formulating national policy it can be safely ig-
nored.”'* But even more important for the future, the Democrats had come
to see that the northern African-American vote was much more important
than the southern white vote. Through 1947 and 1948 Truman’s advisers
counseled the president to move more aggressively on civil rights issues and
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ignore complaints and threats from the South. The Democrats had made a
decision that marked the road for the future of American politics.

At the same time, the race situation in America was changing drastically
in the postwar world. Northern urban blacks were beginning to share in
the nation’s economic growth. The median income of African-American
wage and salary earners rose from 41 percent of the white median income
in 1939 to 60 percent in 1950; and economic advancement meant political
affluence. The war, fought at least in part against the racist ways of Nazi
Germany, forced Americans to face the reality of their race problems.
Blacks had fought and died, flown combat aircraft, and been raised to the
rank of general. “Don’t judge a man by the color of his skin or the width
of his nose,” a youthful Ronald Reagan told white pilots in a film about
race, “only by how he flies his plane.” In addition, the color barrier had
been broken in professional sports. Kenny Washington and Woody Strode
signed with the Los Angeles Rams in 1946, and Jackie Robinson joined
the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947. Also, the growing cold war pitted the
United States and the Soviet Union in a competition for the support of the
mostly nonwhite Third World. The United States could not convince black
Africa, for instance, of its good intentions if a portion of American society
maintained legal segregation based on race. The winds of change were be-
ginning to blow in the postwar period.

Following the 1946 Democratic congressional defeat, Truman’s advisers
pushed the president hard to make some concessions on civil rights issues,
to begin the process of bringing those crucial African-American votes to
bear. At the same time several unusually heinous lynchings in the South
(some of ex-servicemen) were reported graphically in the national press and
brought an outcry from northern whites. In response, Truman created the
President’s Committee on Civil Rights (PCCR), a blue ribbon committee
of the type Truman used over and over to advise him on domestic prob-
lems. The committee deliberated for a year, producing a report that the
president would not be able to ignore.

While the PCCR sat, Truman moved closer to civil rights issues. He
spoke to 10,000 people at an NAACP rally at the Lincoln Memorial in the
summer of 1947. In his speech he seemed prepared to forge ahead on civil
rights—and to take on the power brokers in the South. “Every man should
have the right to a decent home, the right to an education, the right to
adequate medical care, the right to a worthwhile job, the right to an equal
share in making the public decisions through the ballot, and the right to a
fair trial in a fair court. ... We cannot,” he added, “any longer await the
growth of a will to action in the slowest State or the most backward com-
munity.”"* After the speech he told NAACP Chairman Walter White that
he meant every word he said.

In October 1947, the PCCR published its report, To Secure These Rights,
one of the milestones in the history of the civil rights movement. This
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detailed report blamed segregation for the problems of African Americans,
and it placed the responsibility for solving those problems squarely on the
shoulders of the federal government. It called for an end to the poll tax,
an end to Jim Crow laws, and the desegregation of the armed forces. It
pressed for federal legislation to end lynchings, and it insisted that federal
grants-in-aid be withheld from both public and private agencies that prac-
ticed segregation and discrimination. By February 1948 over 1 million cop-
ies of the report had been distributed by the U.S. Government Printing
Office, by private publishers, and by various interest groups.

In early February 1948, Truman incorporated many of the recommen-
dations from To Secure These Rights into a civil rights message to the
nation that set off a wave of hysteria in the white South. The president’s
message was the beginning of the Democratic Party’s official commitment
to civil rights, and the beginning of a postwar political shift that would
finally break the Solid South. It would begin the long process of moving
white southerners into the Republican Party, and ultimately it would make
Democrats of the majority of the nation’s black voters. In his speech Tru-
man made it clear that he would accept most of the suggestions spelled out
in To Secure These Rights. He called for a civil rights division in the De-
partment of Justice, a strengthening of the civil rights statutes, the enact-
ment of an antilynching law, and protection for the right to vote. He also
asked for the creation of a permanent Fair Employment Practices Com-
mission (FEPC), and he proposed a bill that would end discrimination in
interstate transportation services. “All our people,” he said, should “have
equal protection under the law.”¢ The message was significant. But it was
little more than pure politics in anticipation of the 1948 election. At the
moment of his speech, there was before Congress a bill to establish a per-
manent FEPC, a bill to abolish the poll tax, several bills to outlaw lynch-
ings, a bill to eliminate segregation in the nation’s capital, and a bill to
prohibit discrimination in interstate travel. Truman’s civil rights message
was a challenge to the Republican—southern Democratic coalition in Con-
gress to pass those measures or stand aside when it came to the black—
liberal-labor coalition votes. The 80th Congress, in its overconfidence
about the political future of the Republican Party, accommodated Truman
by killing all these bills. African Americans would vote Democratic in No-
vember.

The southern Democrats, however, refused to accept the account offered
by some in the administration that Truman’s civil rights message was
merely a politically motivated plea for votes from the liberal-black—labor
coalition, and that the president would not actually deliver significant civil
rights concessions in exchange. Such an appeal for African-American votes
(empty or not) was considered by white southerners to be the beginning of
an infringement on the conservative wing of the party, an attack on their
political power, and ultimately an attack on the southern way of life.
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Clearly, it was a signal that the northern coalition was about to jump into
the lead in the party, and that the conservative South would have to follow
along in the future if it chose to remain in the party at all. Southerners like
Strom Thurmond and James Eastland saw the president’s civil rights mes-
sage as a mark of what was to come in the future, the handwriting on the
wall.

Southern leaders had always believed that Truman was one of them, a
southerner with a southern background who wished to perpetuate the
southern way of life that, among other things, excluded African Americans.
That may well have characterized Truman the man, but Truman the pres-
ident was a political animal, and he had come to realize that without the
northern-liberal coalition (that now included African Americans) he could
not win in 1948. He had to take James Rowe’s advice and support civil
rights, hoping that the South would not bolt. Moreover, Truman owed
little to the South. Southern congressmen (in bed with the Republicans on
most issues) had turned against him on nearly every piece of domestic leg-
islation he had proposed since he took office. He vetoed Taft-Hartley with
no apologies to the southern congressmen who voted for the bill, and he
overlooked southern demands for a southern chairman of the Democratic
National Committee, choosing instead Howard McGrath from Rhode Is-
land.

The South reeled following Truman’s civil rights message of February
1948. Clearly the northern coalition was about to eclipse the South’s place
in the party. For many southerners the Democratic Party was no longer the
place for them, and a number of southern leaders called for an all-out revolt
against the party. Two leaders emerged to carry the southern mantle in
opposition to Truman and the Democrats: Governor Fielding Wright of
Mississippi and Governor Strom Thurmond of South Carolina. Thurmond,
the more moderate of the two, came to dominate what quickly turned into
a third-party movement that the press dubbed the “Dixiecrats.” He tried
hard to expunge the stigma of white supremacy from the movement and
hold tightly to the age-old southern issue of states’ rights.

For many supporters, however, it boiled down to a question of race, a
realization that the loss of political power meant an inability for the South
to conduct its own affairs, to deal with the race issue the way southerners
felt it should be dealt with. For them it was the beginning of the end for
southern culture, for southern privilege, and for segregation in the South.
But to those at the top of the movement it was a question of southern
political power on the national stage—and how to return that power to
the South. It was this group that came to control the movement, and the
plan they initiated was simple: A few southern states could withhold their
electors in a close election (which the 1948 election promised to be) and
force the Democrats to repudiate civil rights for states’ rights. By the late
spring of 1948, Thurmond was certain that Truman could not win the
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election in November without white southern support; he also believed that
when the president himself finally reached that conclusion, he would reject
his civil rights program, which would bring an end to the conflict, and the
Democrats would go into the election united. The disgruntled southern
leaders met in the spring of 1948 to plot their course. In May, at Jackson,
Mississippi, they decreed that if Truman and civil rights emerged victorious
at the Democratic National Convention in July, they would meet afterward
in Birmingham to select alternative candidates for president and vice pres-
ident.

The growing southern revolt gave Truman pause, and he began to back-
pedal a bit on his earlier civil rights stance, mostly by simply ignoring the
issue as the convention approached. At the same time, the Republicans had
not ignored the issue, nor had they overlooked the possibility that with the
right moves they might use civil rights to win the African-American vote
for themselves. Governor Dewey of New York, moving quickly toward the
Republican candidacy, pushed through the New York State legislature an
FEPC law that protected New York State workers against discrimination
on the job. Dewey also appointed several African Americans to important
positions in the New York State government. In fact, Dewey was often
depicted in the press as a moderate on the race issue, and that had not
gone unnoticed in the African-American community. By the summer of
1948 it appeared that the Democrats were having a much more difficult
time accepting civil rights than were the Republicans.

While the right wing of the party prepared to bolt, the left wing, now
massing around the twice-martyred Henry Wallace, was also headed rap-
idly toward a third party and a further splintering of the Democratic co-
alition. After Wallace was bounced out of the administration in the fall of
1946, he took up the post of editor of The New Republic, and there he
became the chief oracle of American liberalism. Through 1946 and 1947
Wallace attained a great deal of popularity, and the possibility of his nom-
ination as the Democratic candidate at the head of a powerful urban-la-
bor-liberal-black coalition seemed real enough. In late December 1946 the
Progressive Citizens of America (PCA) was formed, and it was clear that
Wallace was the group’s symbolic leader. Wallace and the PCA seemed
made for each other: the new progressive political organization and the
strong, experienced, progressive leader. But Wallace’s insistence that the
United States develop a working relationship with the Soviet Union was
quickly undermined by the growing anticommunist feeling in the nation.

The Rowe election strategy had predicted that Wallace would run as a
third-party candidate in 1948, and after waffling through the fall and win-
ter of 1947, Wallace finally announced in late December that he would, in
fact, run on the Progressive Party ticket (the New Party, he called it). But
by then most of Wallace’s momentum that had been gathering through
1947 had passed, and he was already on a downhill slide into the abyss of



16 Abundance and Anxiety

American third-party movements. Rowe had also predicted that the core
of Wallace’s support would be from Communists, and if that fact were
exposed to the American people in these times of growing anticommunism,
Wallace would melt away. Wallace was content to accept Communist sup-
port—after all, Roosevelt had not discouraged the Communists from sup-
porting him in 1940 and again in 1944. But in 1948 the international scene
had changed. The Soviets were no longer the U.S. wartime ally, the Grand
Alliance was dead, and Communists, both at home and abroad, had be-
come suspect. Wallace’s calls for rapprochement with the Soviets, and his
continued defense of Soviet aggressions in Europe, sounded a lot like Com-
munist sympathy to many Americans. Wallace was also a spoiler, and Dem-
ocrats of all shades had come to realize by the summer of 1948 that a vote
for Wallace was in fact a vote for the Republican candidate—to split the
Democratic ticket was to hand the election to Dewey. So it was the Dem-
ocrats, and not the Republicans, who took the lead in sticking the Com-
munist label on Wallace in order to keep him from splitting the Democratic
vote in 1948.

But that job was not left to Truman and the Democrats in the White
House. It was carried on by the Americans for Democratic Action (ADA),
the one organization that could rightfully claim to be the old New Dealers
in exile—the keeper of New Dealism and the legacy of FDR. The ADA
was a small organization, incessantly without sufficient funds to carry on
its day-to-day business affairs, but extraordinarily powerful. It had strength
in its membership alone. Out front were names like Eleanor Roosevelt and
her three sons, Hubert Humphrey, the Alsop brothers, theologian Reinhold
Niebuhr, historians Arthur Schlesinger (Senior and Junior), the young Wil-
liam Leuchtenburg, actor Melvyn Douglas, and even Ronald Reagan in his
celebrated liberal days. The ADA had been formed from the bankrupt
Union for Democratic Action in January 1947, just days after the PCA was
organized, and two months after the Truman administration was handed
its embarrassing loss in the midterm elections of November 1946. The ADA
and the PCA had much in common, but there was one significant differ-
ence: The ADA was fervently anti-Communist, and its members used their
newspaper columns and their celebrity to punish Henry Wallace, to con-
vince the American people that Wallace was not just a Communist sym-
pathizer but in fact a Communist. By election time in November 1948,
Wallace had evaporated, consigned to speaking at empty high school gym-
nasiums and to a few Communist gatherings here and there.

The ADA was responsible for the political death of Henry Wallace, but
that was not its only role in the politics of the postwar period. Despite all
the important and recognizable names on its masthead, the ADA had no
powerful political figure to whom it could throw its support in the election.
Headless, it wandered through 1947 in search of itself until it stumbled on
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Dwight Eisenhower, clearly a political party’s dream candidate. As one
ADA member wrote to a Truman aide:

Between the Taft and the Truman
When the darkness begins to lower

Comes a pause in the ADA program
Which is known as the Eisenhower.!”

Ike was the perfect candidate: a war hero of immense popularity, not
dirtied by politics, and possessing a presidential-style appearance that in-
cluded a broad smile. He even had an appealing nickname. There was talk
of Eisenhower for president as early as 1943, but when he returned from
Europe in 1945, the prospect of an Eisenhower candidacy seemed to snow-
ball. Eisenhower added to all this by saying “no” to the “Will you run?”
questions as many ways as seemed possible without actually saying he def-
initely would not run. He also refused to say whether he was a Republican
or a Democrat, which kept him out of the lines of critical fire from both
parties. In late January he finally released a letter to the press that seemed
to clear up all the doubt with a definitive, Shermanesque “I am not avail-
able and could not accept nomination to high public office.” But the Dem-
ocrats took this as a response to the Republicans only. Eisenhower must
then be a Democrat, they reasoned, and the fire for a Democratic nomi-
nation was fanned instead of extinguished. The ADA took the lead in this
Eisenhower diversion, carrying with it a number of northeastern big city
bosses and southern political leaders, all of whom were willing to accept
anyone who could take over the Democratic Party and defeat the seemingly
undefeatable Republicans in November.

But Eisenhower spurned the overtures from the Democrats, too. He ac-
cepted an offer to become president of Columbia University and began
writing his memoirs. Just days before the Democratic National Convention,
Truman contacted Eisenhower. Some writers and historians have concluded
from this that Truman offered to run as Eisenhower’s vice presidential
candidate. But more likely, Truman simply wanted to know if Tke would
run, and if not, then to ask him to make a statement before the convention
began—which he did. Truman had control of the party structure by then,
and he had been on the campaign trail for months. It is difficult to believe
that he would have stepped aside for Eisenhower just days before the con-
vention. By the time the Democrats met at Philadelphia in mid-July, the
Eisenhower interlude was dead, and those who had supported it found
themselves with no choice but to tuck their tails and support Truman.
Increasingly, Truman was becoming the only choice left.

The ADA came to the convention prepared to force the issue on civil
rights. Truman had decided to evade that issue through much of 1948,
when the South became increasingly hostile to his earlier civil rights stance,
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and he intended to backpedal at the convention and have the vague 1944
civil rights plank placed in the platform. “Most of [Truman’s] friends at
the time were urging him to go easy on the South,” Clark Clifford re-
called.'® That, of course, would keep the South in line, but probably at the
expense of northern African-American and liberal votes. After the ADA
lost the fight in the platform committee for a more liberal civil rights plank,
it took the issue to the floor of the convention. The southerners countered
with their own plank, insisting that the federal government “shall not en-
croach upon the reserved powers of the states by the centralization of the
government.””!” Sectionalism, the burden of the Democratic Party, had once
again become a divisive factor in the party’s history. “Not since the South
rebelled against Stephen Douglas in 1860, Time reported, “has the party
seemed so hopelessly torn and divided.”?° In a rousing speech just before
the floor vote, a tenacious Hubert Humphrey railed: “There will be no
hedging and there will be no watering down. . .. We are one hundred and
seventy-two years late.” Then he added, ‘““The time has arrived in America
for the Democratic Party to get out of the shadow of states’ rights and
walk forthrightly into the bright sunshine of human rights.””*' The southern
plank was soundly defeated in the roll call vote that followed. That evening,
when the convention reconvened, Ellis Handy, representing the Alabama
delegation, rose to announce that half of his group would walk out, along
with the entire Mississippi delegation. Amid boos and jeers from the floor,
Handy delivered an anticlimax: “We bid you good-bye.” After trying to
wrestle the Alabama standard from a stubborn delegate who refused to
leave, the unvanquished one and a half delegations unfurled a Confederate
flag and walked out of the convention into a driving rain—and on to the
formation of the States’ Rights Party (the Dixiecrats) in Birmingham. ““Fi-
nally,” an ADA official wrote, “after generations of effort, the stranglehold
of the reactionary South on the Democratic Party has been broken.””>> That
was not quite true. For better or worse, the South remained a force in the
Democratic Party for some time to come, but the Democrats had reached
a crossroad in the summer of 1948 and they had made a momentous de-
cision. The northern—urban—black-liberal-labor coalition had now proved
itself more powerful than the segregationist southern vote, and that would
be the political posture of the party for the future.

Truman won the nomination on the first ballot with no real competition.
He had brought the liberals in line; he had won black support; and, al-
though still disgruntled, labor would soon fall in with the rest. Wallace was
quickly losing his support as the situation with the Soviet Union became
more tense and Americans of all types and political leanings began to fear
communism at home as well as abroad. Truman was rapidly moving to-
ward recapturing the New Deal coalition and putting together a stunning
victory in November, but in July no one saw it that way. The polls and
the press all chose Dewey and the Republicans. The nation seemed poised



Domestic Politics in Truman’s First Term 19

for a change. In his speech accepting the nomination, Truman called Con-
gress into special session, to meet on July 26—Turnip Day in Missouri, he
said. He would challenge them to pass laws to aid the American people. It
was clearly a political ploy and nothing more. By calling Congress into
session, he would set a liberal agenda and force a confrontation with Con-
gress that would leave little doubt in the minds of the American voters that
Truman was on their side against the rich man’s Congress. He would, in
fact, take the campaign to the ““do nothing” 80th Congress instead of to
Dewey. In his memoirs, Truman called it his “trump card.” Clifford called
it a little “razzle-dazzle.”

The Republicans turned for the second time to Thomas Dewey, but not
without an uncharacteristic convention fight. It was only on the third ballot
that Taft surrendered his delegates to Dewey, whom he called “a great
Republican [who] ... will be a Great Republican President.”?* The air at
the Philadelphia convention was filled with the certainty that the Repub-
licans were nominating the next president. Dewey chose Earl Warren, the
popular liberal California governor, as his running mate. Considering the
power that Taft wielded in the party, the Dewey—Warren ticket was mod-
erate, so moderate that it generally disavowed the 80th Congress and its
conservative domestic agenda—which was directed by Taft.

Dewey was young, only forty-six in 1948, and he appealed to progressive
urban voters who traditionally favored the Democrats. But his personality
was less than appealing: standoffish, priggish, and often openly self-
important. As one Republican Party leader said, “You have to know Dewey
really well to dislike him.”?* Dewey seemed on the road to victory against
the fragmented Democrats, but his confidence pushed him to avoid central
issues. He said little and did less, convinced that he had only to keep his
name visible to the public and ignore Truman. In 1944, against Roosevelt,
Dewey’s campaign had revolved around promises to cut the excesses of the
New Deal while maintaining the programs. He and other Republicans had
openly attacked FDR, insinuating that he might not be healthy enough to
continue as president; and in one case they accused the president of sending
a U.S. Navy destroyer to pick up his dog that had been accidentally left
behind 