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TRANSACTION INTRODUCTION*

DURING the late 1930s, and indeed up until the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Charles Beard strongly opposed American policies and actions that threatened to lead to the nation's involvement in the Second World War. Like many other Americans of the day, Beard believed that the United States had no essential interest in waging war in Europe or East Asia, and that the long-standing tradition of American detachment from great-power conflict, violated briefly and unhappily during the years 1917-19, was a cornerstone of American democracy and virtue not to be abandoned again. Like most other Americans, Beard had no sympathy for Nazi Germany or Imperial Japan, and he wished their adversaries in Europe and Asia well. But the wars ignited by German and Japanese expansion were the concern of Europeans and Asians, not Americans. To preserve the anti-militaristic and decentralized nature of American democracy, Beard believed, the United States had to stay of out of the fighting. Nations under attack, Beard wrote, can defend themselves.1

While many of the American intellectuals who opposed entry into the war before 1941 hastily renounced their views, supporting the Roosevelt (and then Truman) administration's waging of the war, celebrating the American victory in 1945, and allowing their pre-Pearl Harbor reasonings to fade into oblivion, Beard remained critical.2 Though he took no steps to oppose the government once the United States had declared war, he refused to disavow his prewar position, and then, after the war was over, published two books that sharply criticized the Roosevelt administration's pro war maneuverings. The first book, American Foreign Policy in the Making, 1932-1940 (first published in 1946), was an attempt to demonstrate how Roosevelt and his political supporters gravitated toward an interventionist policy during the president's first two terms. The second book, the one you are holding in your hands, was first published in 1948. It was almost universally denounced by Beard's professional colleagues as well as the popular media. Its publisher, Yale University Press, received threats of boycott. Beard died soon after it was published, going to his grave amidst a fury of virulent and often personal attacks.3 The traditionalist American historian, Samuel Eliot Morison, wrote that Beard's groundbreaking 1933 historiographical essay, “Written History as an Act of Faith,” had the same relation to his later anti-Roosevelt views “as do Adolf Hitler's acts after 1933 to Mein Kampf.”4

Why was the book so reviled? On one level, the reason was Beard's ungenerous attitude toward Roosevelt. Beard's objective in President Roosevelt and the Coming of the War is to demonstrate, with the cool dispassion of a prosecuting attorney, that Roosevelt and key allies in Congress manipulated the United States into entering the war. The president tried desperately to insinuate the nation into a war with Germany in 1941. Failing that, he sought to provoke a war with Japan, and Beard provides circumstantial evidence—though no clear proof—that Roosevelt and/or key military advisors possessed some foreknowledge of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. In taking drastic, and possibly treacherous, steps to force the United States into a war against the clearly stated mandate of the American citizenry, Beard argues, Roosevelt abused the trust of the nation. What is more, by manipulating the nation into war Roosevelt violated the Constitution, which clearly grants warmaking power to Congress. Under Roosevelt, the executive branch illegally and covertly appropriated the power to decide whether the nation goes to war, in so doing destroying one of the most basic checks on executive power established by the founders of the American republic.

Yet throughout the main body of the book, Beard nowhere acknowledges that the United States had just led a global war to defeat Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan. He does not note that had the United States stayed out of the war, as Beard, along with many others, had urged, Germany and Japan would probably have won, a prospect which was even more terrifying in 1945 than it had been in 1941. Because of these facts, Roosevelt was a hero to most Americans in the late 1940s. Beard, unwilling to bend, argued instead that FDR was a criminal and a destroyer of American democracy, and that, most infuriating, a nefarious plotter who may have simply allowed the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor to happen. The public outrage was predictable, cut short only, and not at all totally, by Beard's death in April of 1948.

What led Beard to adopt such an unpopular argument? In trying to figure out how this leading public intellectual, and perhaps the dominant historian of his time, culminated his career by obsessing with the possibility that President Roosevelt manipulated the United States into war, fellow historians such as Richard Hofstadter and Thomas Bailey naturally assumed that Beard's antiwar attitudes before 1941 intensified during and after the war, making him prone to conspiracy-theorizing and bent upon justifying his prewar position at any intellectual cost. In other words, Hofstadter, Bailey, and more recent critics of Beard, such as William Appleman Williams, Gerald Stourzh, and Thomas Kennedy, draw a straight line from his opposition to the war before Pearl Harbor to his singleminded determination to convict Roosevelt after it.5 By making this straightforward connection, such historians are able to lump all of Beard's writing about American entry into the Second World War together, as Morison's outrageous comment epitomized.

This introduction will show why the traditional understanding of Beard's thinking is incorrect. His writing was not of a piece: rather, there were fundamental differences between Beard's prewar and postwar views. The flaws of his latter work, moreover, were less due to an excessive preoccupation with conspiracy theories and more to Beard's tragic unwillingness to follow the implications of his prewar ideas.

* * *

BEARD'S writing about American foreign relations before World War II followed a contrarian trend to American history he had developed in the 1910s. Deeply skeptical of official government pronouncements, and in particular of calls for international intervention, Beard focused his attention upon Roosevelt's foreign policies in the mid-1950s with the zeal of a reformer. Beard initiated his crusade in a February 1935 article in Scribner's entitled “National Politics and War.” Painting an extremely broad picture of American political history, Beard asserted that only twice before had the political party of “wealth and talent”—the modern Republican party and its Whig and Federalist predecessors—been kept out of national power for any extended period of time. Both Jefferson and Jackson had managed to acquire high office against the wishes of the U.S. economic elite, and both were poised to redirect the American economic system toward more collectivist objectives. Instead, both Jefferson's Republicans and Jackson's Democrats fell victim to the temptations of war; in both instances these wars diverted public attention from economic inequities and transferred power to the debtholders and military industrialists affiliated with the party of “wealth and talents.”6

Roosevelt and his New Deal represented the third fundamental challenge to the American economic system. Like his predecessors, Roosevelt had acquired enough political power to restructure the American economy, which at the time of Beard's writing had been mired in depression for five years. Beard predicted, however, that history would repeat itself:


If there is anything in American traditions and practices to guide us, it is that a wider spread of economic calamity will culminate in a foreign war, rather than in a drastic reorganization of the domestic economy…. President Roosevelt has not given any indication whatever that he intends to relax the competition of the United States with Great Britain and Japan for prestige and “sea power.”…

This is not saying that President Roosevelt will deliberately plunge the country into a Pacific war in his efforts to escape the economic crisis. There will be an “incident,” a “provocation.” Incidents and provocations are of almost daily occurrence. Any government can quickly magnify one of them into a “just cause for war.”

Confronted by the difficulties of a deepening domestic crisis and by the comparative ease of a foreign war, what will President Roosevelt do? Judging by the past history of American politicians, he will choose the latter, or, perhaps it would be more accurate to say, he will “stumble into” the latter. The Jeffersonian party gave the nation the War of 1812, the Mexican War, and its participation in the World War. The Pacific war awaits.7



One need not accept Beard's questionable overview of American political history to recognize the power of his ulterior argument. The Nye discoveries had provided Beard with a historical antagonist. He combined this new factor with his previous notion of continentalism to predict that Roosevelt would move away from more substantial New Deal reforms and toward conflict in the Pacific, something that—however one views FDR's ultimate motivations—undoubtedly happened. Beard's formula about foreign policy for the common American was taking a clean shape; Roosevelt was now the enemy, prepared perhaps to undermine the Constitution if necessary in order to “stumble” into another world war.

Beard played down his certitude. In 1936 he republished a series of articles he had written for the New Republic in the form of a book, The Devil Theory of War. Ostensibly, the point of this book was to denounce the vulgar, conspiratorial view that evil, greedy people manipulate entire nations into going off to war. Immediate causes of war are impossible to isolate, Beard claimed, and in any event the American people are not as innocent as such a simplistic view would have it.8

Of course, Beard was using this “devil theory” as a straw man to make his own “devil” theory appear moderate in comparison. As Morton White has aptly put it, Beard in the Devil Theory “appeared like a man who was reporting objectively a series of murders and tortures, but who left it to his reader to judge their morality.”9 “We cannot know the ultimate causes of the war,” Beard thus argued, “but we can know about leading persons who took actions verging in the direction of war and about some of the actions that verged in the direction of war.”10 Thanks to “the revelations of the Nye Committee,” he wrote, Americans could see that in August 1915 Wilson made the “fateful” choice to allow American banks to lend money to the Entente powers. From that moment forward, Beard concluded, American entry into the war was, barring some miracle on the European battlefields, predestined, for Wilson would never have chosen economic ruin over nonintervention. Relevance to the current predicament was clear enough.11

Beard reiterated this argument in the 1939 book America in Midpassage, an overview of American history coauthored with his wife. As in Devil Theory, the Nye revelations and other new documents are presented as archival evidence, previously unavailable, that straightforwardly solves a historical puzzle. The disaster at Versailles was not some sort of fluke, the Beards argued, undermining what would otherwise have been a noble, idealistic war: Versailles was the logical conclusion of an imperial war that all sides entered into for their own grubby, materialistic reasons, as documentation from the wartime negotiations, released by the Soviet government, also showed. The United States was pulled into the mess not out of a desire to democratize the world but because of the desires of economic interests to profit from American intervention and of the government to avoid economic ruin. The whole business was shabby, something with which the United States had no business involving itself.12

It was not enough, however, to revive the specter of the Merchants of Death; Beard had also to persuade American liberals that their hero Roosevelt was poised to rerun this noxious history. As Roosevelt moved further away from neutralism in 1938 and 1939, and as events in Europe and Asia moved closer to the brink of war, Beard began to make his case against the administration more explicit.

In his 1939 pamphlet Giddy Minds and Foreign Quarrels (the title taken from Shakespeare's Henry IV), Beard put forth a caustic overview of recent American foreign relations, the “era of universal American jitters over foreign affairs of no vital interest to the United States.” The global depression had destroyed the laughable internationalism of the 1920s. “The Kellogg Pact,” wrote Beard, sounding like George Kennan, “became a gibbering ghost.” Fears of outside invasion were equally silly: Beard chastised those Americans “imagining German planes from Bolivia dropping bombs on peaceful people in Keokuk or Kankakee.”13

But FDR had chosen to exploit such fears, by committing the United States to the old Hoover/Stimson doctrine of opposing any conquest in Asia, and by referring to Japan as an “enemy of peace.” The Depression was not going away by itself; only American involvement in a “Pacific war” was sure to end it. To accomplish that, Roosevelt would have to destroy the commonsense isolationism of the American people and run roughshod over the Constitution's limits on executive power. “The will of the country to stay out of wars had been too strong,” Beard stated. “That will would have to be crushed.”14

Mary and Charles Beard (he often co-wrote books with his wife) were equally blunt, if not quite so florid, in their chapter on FDR's diplomacy in America in Midpassage. Roosevelt had started admirably, they argued, by quitting the London Conference and recognizing the USSR in 1933. These actions showed that Roosevelt was inclined to favor American interests over the interests of global capital, and also that he was determined to “observe formalities in diplomatic intercourse,” something that Beard liked to emphasize.15 These early decisions signified, the Beards opined, that FDR had entered his presidency as a continentalist.

Something happened, then, in the middle of the decade. Secretary of State Cordell Hull sought to push Roosevelt away from policies of self-sufficiency and isolationism, and toward the policy of maximum international trade, which Hull believed could solve the Depression. Hence in 1936 or 1937—the Beards were unsure—Roosevelt decided to reverse course, cut domestic spending, and promote American trade worldwide, especially in Asia. The cut in spending led to the economic dip in 1937 and 1938; the intensified trade in Asia, wrote the Beards, meant that Japan, as a heavy buyer of American primary resources, “could intensify the crisis in America by retaliating against a ban on munitions and loans.”16

* * *

BY the latter part of the 1930s, then, Beard had clearly abandoned any pretence of dispassion, identifying Roosevelt clearly as the threat to peace. But this could no longer suffice as his only argument. It was not enough to point out the questionable methods of Roosevelt's diplomacy, or the parallels between contemporary events and those of 1916: as interventionists like William Allen White and Reinhold Niebuhr argued, whatever the origins of the First World War, and however regrettably the United States had acted in Asia and Europe, the fact remained that Americans could no longer stand by and watch militarist, totalitarian regimes destroy their neighbors.17 Immediate moral considerations outweighed the lessons of recent history.

Beard responded to this argument with characteristic energy. In a reply to Earl Browder, the head of the American Communist party, in the February 2, 1938 issue of the New Republic, Beard went for the jugular. Browder had called for an American popular-front internationalism (the Nazi-Soviet Pact was still more than a year away), identifying fascist regimes in Europe as the primary obstacle to working-class progress. Beard ironically reminded Browder that his internationalism seemed to assume “that there is such a thing as politics apart from economics.” The “peace-loving nations” of the popular front, Beard continued, had established their own empires with methods “not entirely different from those recently employed, let us say, by Italy in Ethiopia.” Beard wondered why Americans believed that they could solve Europe's problems overnight: it was time to recognize that the United States was hardly capable of breaking through the “blood rust of fifty centuries.” How could Americans put an end to that? “Really,” Beard added thickly, “little boys and girls, how can we?”18 The alternative was less “noble,” perhaps, a policy of avoiding war and militarism held by simple “Americans who imagine that it is possible to build a civilization in the United States and to defend it.”19

This theme—attacking progressive internationalism and putting forth continentalism as a populist alternative—dominated Beard's last writings before the war; it was his main rebuttal to those who accused him of moral indifference.20 The “giddiness” to which Beard referred in Giddy Minds and Foreign Quarrels, for example, was not that of the pacifists or the admirals, but of the “progressive internationalists” who viewed power as a moral instrument. It was time to set this group straight. “The United States,” Beard stated, “is a continental power separated from Europe by a wide ocean which, despite all changes in warfare, is still a powerful asset of defense.” It was folly to believe that a nation could, or should, look after the affairs of other nations—on this matter Beard expressed admiration for Britain, for its continental policy, whatever one says of its morality, was “always in the interest of her security.” If the impending war is confined to Europe, let the Europeans deal with it. If it spreads to the Western Hemisphere, Beard added, let Americans “deal with it in American terms, that is, in terms of national interest and security on this continent.”21

Beard elaborated upon these latter points in “We're Blundering into War,” a harsh article he published in the April 1939 issue of The American Mercury. How is it, he asked, that when crusading internationalists call for the waging of global war, that is a moral, respectable position, but when “it is proposed that the United States look to American interests and security, this is denounced as cowardly, selfish and immoral—before the world of moral nations. According to this strange ethic,” Beard continued, “it is indecent for the United States to take advantage of its geographical position and seek to maintain peace and security in its sphere, where it is able to accomplish its purposes.” When an American “insists upon protecting the American sphere of interests against all alien intervention and upholding democracy here,” he added, “he is condemned by members of the boardinghouse [Beard's term for Americans loyal to other nations] and home-grown missionaries as ignoble, narrow, and greedy.”22 Europeans fearful of Germany and Italy can defend themselves, Beard concluded. By adhering to strict diplomatic formalities, maintaining the Monroe Doctrine, and resisting the temptation to solve American economic woes with crusading war, “the possibility of security and peace in this hemisphere is clearly open to us.”23

Between 1935 and 1939 Beard had bolstered his argument against American intervention, an attitude we might call “free-security continentalism,” with two major points. First was the contention that the Merchants of Death thesis was as applicable to current American foreign policy as it was to the 1916-17 period, with Roosevelt instead of Wilson now the tool of internationalist interests and usurper of public control over questions of war and peace. Second was Beard's spirited rebuttal, making heavy use of free-security populism, of the increasingly common belief that American isolationism had become an immoral policy. In 1940 Beard pulled these arguments together in A Foreign Policyfor America, his last hurrah against the war before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.24

Beard revised his history of American diplomacy in A Foreign Policy for America. Contradicting what he had written in 1930 and 1935, Beard now contended that U.S. foreign policy had adhered before the 1890s clearly to the idea of continentalism, or what he now called, for obvious reasons, “Continental Americanism.” The two pillars of American diplomacy before the twentieth century—Washington's blandishments against entangling alliances and the doctrine of Adams and Monroe warning European empires to stay out of the Western Hemisphere—had been “maintained with consistency” until the 1890s. By staying out of great-power politics and establishing control over their part of the world, Americans had kept themselves “free from large conscript armies, staggering debts, and mountainous taxes.”25 The war with Mexico, condemned by Beard in 1935, is now justified, since it opened up “contiguous domain” to American settlers and industry: this conquest, and others on the North American continent, did not violate the ideal of continentalism because the new territories “could be easily defended by small land forces and brought no entanglements with the great powers of Europe.”26

Empire overseas was another matter. The seizure of the Philippines differed not in military terms from that of Texas, but in the “location of the regions conquered.”27 “The conjuncture of affairs in the Far East,” Beard concluded, “afforded special grounds for cooperation between imperialists and internationalists in their drive against continental resistance.”28 The same formula applied to the late 1930s: imperialists could demand that the Philippines be protected; internationalists could insist upon confronting Japanese aggression. This was how economic interests could be rationalized in the current crisis, and it was why, Beard again predicted, that the United States would go to war with Japan.

A Foreign Policyfor America epitomized Beard's critique of contemporary American foreign relations. By contrasting the prudent and restrained epoch of American diplomacy before 1898 with the imperialism after, Beard was able to give his “Continental Americanism” a clear chronology—or at least a clearer one than his earlier, unformed histories had provided. By stressing the early American statesmen's dedication to American security, by condoning the Monroe Doctrine and the war with Mexico, and by titling his policy “Continental Americanism,” Beard could deflect accusations (numerous by 1940) that his views had become dangerously unpatriotic. By comparing the overt imperialism of the 1890s and the disastrous internationalism of 1916-1919 with Roosevelt's current policies, Beard could present to his readers a direct line from the brutal war in the Philippines, through the fiasco at Versailles, to the imminent intervention in the Second World War. All was of a piece: the story of American internationalism after 1890 was the story of interventionist economic elites and their allies in government prevailing over the desire of common Americans to remain secure in their safe corner of the world.

* * *

A FOREIGN Policy for America was Beard's last antiwar hurrah before the attack on Pearl Harbor and American entry into World War Two. As has been noted, he stayed quiet during the war, turning his attention to other projects and periodically announcing his position the United States must see “the war to the finish.” It was only after the war came to an end that he returned to the question of American involvement. In both American Foreign Policy in the Making, 1932-1940 and the present volume, Beard concentrates on supplying a documentary history of the administration's undoubted gravitation toward a prowar stance. Apart from the venomous conclusion to this latter book, his writing is mainly dispassionate, even law-yerly: he tries to make his case by presenting as much evidence as possible, with the aim of persuading his reader that Roosevelt and his aides conspired to insinuate the United States into a war it need not have entered. This was a form of argumentation very different from his prewar writing: in his earlier work Beard had employed a greater sense of context, placing FDR's policies within a broader stream of recent American history, and attacking the president in flourishing, historically alive essays. Now, he zeroed in on FDR as criminal, largely ignoring context, trying to avoid the grand historical sweep.

This was an odd move for Beard to make, yet it is on the matter of Beard's preoccupation with conspiracy that his traditional, and severest, critics have focused. Avoiding the substance of his earlier, prewar argumentation, they zero in on Beard's obsession with Roosevelt, a preoccupation bordering on paranoia, in order to characterize his postwar books as an exercise in conspiracy theorizing germinating from his earlier opposition to the war.

These critics miss the real flaws of Beard's postwar campaign. Was Beard's postwar writing preoccupied with conspiracy? It was, but that,perse, is not grounds for dismissing it. As anyone familiar with accounts of, say, Richard Nixon's and Henry Kissinger's political activities during the years 1972-74, or the Reagan administration's attempts to funnel money to the Nicaraguan contras in 1986 can attest, historians of recent American foreign relations have not always been averse to writing about conspiracies waged at the highest level of American politics. The problem Beard's critics have with his writing about conspiracy in recent U.S. foreign relations, rather, is that he investigates, and attacks, a history of duplicitous political maneuverings the outcome of which most of us applaud. As the present book shows, Roosevelt, his major advisors, and his allies in Congress worked disingenuously in 1941 to push the United States toward war even as they denied doing so, even though Roosevelt had unambiguously campaigned in 1940 on an antiwar plank, and even though a majority of U.S. citizens continued to oppose active American involvement in the war. That the author of this introduction, and most Americans today, shall conclude that the Roosevelt administration's actions resulted in a better outcome than what may well have happened had the United States not entered the war, or entered it substantially later, does not eliminate these historical facts. Had members of the Roosevelt administration in 1941 engaged in politically identical activity to pursue an odious objective—say, to aid the Nazi regime—few historians or their readers would shrink from describing their actions as a “conspiracy.” In addressing the democratic or undemocratic nature of policymaking, which is what Beard is conspicuously trying to do, the ends are not at issue. Conspiracy may lead to an historical outcome of which good men and women approve; that does not mean that it isn't a conspiracy. Historians are obliged to point such things out, as indecorous as it may sometimes seem, and on this matter Beard should be commended rather than villified.

In any event, by concerning themselves excessively with the conspiratorial tone of his postwar writing, Beard's major critics lost sight of its deeper flaws. Putting aside entirely the question of whether he was unusually concerned with undemocratic conspiracy and intrigue, we can still discover two basic issues that Beard, in his zeal to convict the president, avoids addressing.

Historians of high politics and foreign relations often make grand, retrospective conclusions about their subject matter, and for obvious reasons. In assessing the policy of a government at a crucial historical period—and there were few periods more crucial than the early years of the Second World War—we are naturally inclined to go beyond an examination of why and how particular policies were adopted, and try to answer the larger question: was the basic decision, however arrived at, the right or the wrong one to take? How would the course of history have changed were a different policy undertaken? These may be popularizing questions, of primary interest to statesmen and casual readers, but that hardly makes them unimportant.

One historian who rarely shrank from making such conclusions in his writing about high policy was Charles Beard. In the pioneering text The Rise of American Ciinlization, co-written with his wife, Mary Beard, and in many other books and articles—including, of course, his 1940 book A Foreign Policy for America—Beard regularly took the liberty of assessing and judging American policies. Whether the topic was Jackson's undermining of the Bank of the United States or the American initiation of the Spanish-American War, Beard had something to say about it, about whether the policy led to what he regarded as good or bad consequences, in the larger picture of things. Such judgment was, for Beard, commonplace, and readers had to expect it when opening one of his books.

The present reader is then invited to turn to Beard's epilogue, and examine closely Beard's avoidance of the grand conclusion.29 Rather than consider the fundamental effect of the American decision to enter the war upon the course of world politics, and in particular upon the ambition of Nazi Germany to seize control of the Eurasian continent, Beard seeks to indict Roosevelt for betraying the prewar slogans uttered by himself and Winston Churchill in 1940 and 1941, for subverting the Constitution over and over, and for tolerating the emergence of another superpower—the Soviet Union—that was just as “terroristic” as Hitler's regime. This is frustrating, not because what Beard says is prima facie incorrect and unimportant, but because Beard does not step back and look at the larger picture. One can agree with Beard that the “four freedoms” were forgotten, that the War led to the accumulation of disproportionate power in the American executive branch, that Stalin's USSR was as malevolent as Hitler's Germany, yet still one wants to know whether Beard, in the end, does or does not approve of the United States' decision to enter the war. Beard simply refuses to answer this basic question, and, given the preceding 500 pages of indictment, it is not difficult to guess why.

A second problem, and one even more startling for the reader familiar with Beard's writings, however, is the absence of economic analysis in his last two books. Beard built his career upon an unflinching determination to find economic motivations beneath the veneer of American political history. His most famous work remains An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States, in which he argued that the political ideas expressed in that founding document reflected less the grand political philosophies of its authors and more the tacit economic interests of the delegates to the Constitutional conventions. As we have seen, moreover, he naturally applied his economic approach to the study of American diplomatic history when he turned to that subject in the 1930s. His Marxian—not Marxist—inclination to regard material interests rather than public philosophies as the driving force in American history informed all of his writing before the Second World War, and it continues to serve as the model for similarly-minded American historians to this day.

What, then, are we to make of the fact that in his final two books Beard declined to argue that the Roosevelt administration's prowar machinations stemmed from material factors? Certainly Beard believed that it was crucially important to point out the undemocratic nature of American foreign policy in the late 1930s and early 1940s, but there was nothing preventing him from making such a charge within a larger economic argument: indeed, this is what he had done in his writing about the American decision to enter the First World War. Why did Beard abandon this methodology? The answer to this question, which will conclude this introduction, may give the reader a greater insight into the historic dilemmas facing Charles Beard.

To understand Beard's odd shift it is necessary to examine closely his general conception of American foreign relations, and, in particular, his endorsement of the idea of “free security.” Free security was the premise that U.S. geographical isolation from the rest of the industrialized world, the limits of military technology, and the rivalries among traditional European powers had made the United States secure from external attack.30 Beard was no pacifist: he accepted without any difficulty and stated repeatedly that any government's primary duty is to protect its citizens from invasion by deploying armed force. What made the United States exceptional was its exemption from this duty: the oceans relieved the American government from having to preoccupy itself with the problem of national security. This protected Americans from the repression and militarism that comes with participation in international power politics; by the same token, it made calls for American involvement in serious international conflict suspicious prima facie. Free security underlay Beard's writing about American foreign policy in the 1930s, for it served to highlight the baselessness of Roosevelt's arguments for greater American involvement in the worsening world crisis, while at the same time justifying Beard's alternative of “continentalism.”31

During the Second World War, however, Beard could not help but watch the idea of American free security slip away. The rise of a potential European superstate, Nazi Germany, together with the advent of new military technologies—transoceanic airplanes and modem aircraft carriers—provided Beard, along with all other Americans, with unmistakable evidence that a serious attack upon the United States was now possible.

Beard revealed his understanding of this fundamental shift in a third edition of his book The Economic Basis of Politics. In the book's new chapter Beard answered, at least for the attentive reader, the questions he had left begging.

Contemporary history, Beard wrote in this new section, had demonstrated the ascendancy of “political” and “military” man over “economic” man. Political and military ambitions, he now asserted, often supersede economic interests. This seemed to Beard the only way to explain Soviet apparatchiks or New Deal bureaucrats, whose immense power “derived mainly, if not wholly, from politics,” not to mention the militarists of Germany, Italy, and Japan, who were motivated not by any obvious economic interests, but by feelings of “resentment” and “revenge.”32

The emergence of “military man,” he continued, had traditionally been less relevant to two nations, Great Britain and the United States, than to continental powers. Economic interests had wielded disproportionate power in Anglo-America because the geographical position of both Great Britain and the United States, “given the state of war technology, made unnecessary the maintenance of huge armies for purposes of effective defense.” Beard went further: “Upon the assumption that these conditions would continue indefinitely, politics was extensively treated as if the theory of the economic basis of politics supplied the criteria for ‘explaining’ politics always and everywhere.” That was why Marx focused so much upon England: it provided a purer model of political economy than the more insecure and militarized states of continental Europe.33

One need not be a specialist in psychohistory to discern what Beard was getting at. Its long history of free security had led Beard to eternalize “economic man” in the United States, just as it had led Marx to do so in Great Britain.34 But the new “state of war technology” had put an end to American invulnerability, just as it had Great Britain's, and with it the dominance of economic man in the Anglo-American world.

This new state of affairs forced Beard to give up the populist approach to American foreign policy he had developed throughout the 1930s. Before the Second World War, he had been able to place the common American interest to remain secure in a corrupt and dangerous world against the interventionism of leaders like Wilson and Roosevelt, whose campaigns for war, he suggested, were driven by economic interests. Average Americans wanted peace and isolation; economic and political elites nevertheless pushed the nation into global war for their own materialist purposes.

In acknowledging that the United States might now well enter a global war for reasons other than elite materialist interests, and that indeed “political” and “military” man seemed to dominate the contemporary scene, Beard could no longer sustain such an argument. Perhaps Roosevelt had led the United States into the Second World War in order to satisfy the desires of economic elites keen to profit from the war, keen to prevent a more radical political solution to the enduring American depression. But the end of free security and the patently “berserk” nature of the war meant that Beard could no longer simply assume this. In attacking Wilson for his interventionism in 1916 and 1917, Beard could, and did, assume as given that European nations could not then have possibly threatened the United States. Because American security was not endangered, something else must have pushed the Wilson administration toward war. In attacking the Roosevelt administration, Beard was unable to rely upon this straightforward formula. This explains why Beard chose to concentrate upon Roosevelt's unconstitutional actions instead of the larger picture; it also explains, one might add, why Beard declined to attack the emerging Cold War policies of President Truman.

* * *

THE standard critique of President Roosevelt and the Coming of the War, then, misses the main point. Beard must be criticized for concerning himself almost exclusively with Roosevelt's political machinations during late 1940 and 1941, but not on the grounds that he delves into “conspiracy theory”; his investigation of the president's devious methods is to be commended, not attacked. Rather, Beard must be taken to task for his ungenerous unwillingness to admit that it was good that the United States entered the war in late 1941, and, more substantially, for his quiet abandonment of the economic form of analysis he had employed during his entire career. Beard, I suspect, came to believe in his heart that the end of American free security and the ferocious nature of the Nazi regime justified the American decision to enter the war. But his pride would not allow him to admit this clearly. Torn, he chose to concentrate exclusively upon the undemocratic nature of Roosevelt's interventionism, in so doing forsaking an opportunity to provide his thousands of loyal readers with a fresh history of the rise and fall of exceptionalism in American foreign relations.
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PART I

APPEARANCES




CHAPTER I

Moral Commitments for the Conduct of Foreign Affairs in 1941

P RESIDENT ROOSEVELT entered the year 1941 carrying moral responsibility for his covenants with the American people to keep this nation out of war—so to conduct foreign affairs as to avoid war. Those covenants, made in the election campaign of 1940, were of two kinds. The first were the pledges of the Democratic party to which he publicly subscribed while he was bidding for the suffrages of the people. The second were his personal promises to the people, supplementing the obligations of his party's platform.1

The antiwar covenants of the Democratic party, to which President Roosevelt had committed himself unreservedly during the campaign, were clear-cut: “We will not participate in foreign wars, and we will not send our Army, naval, or air forces to fight in foreign lands outside of the Americas, except in case of attack…. The direction and aim of our foreign policy has been, and will continue to be, the security and defense of our own land and the maintenance of its peace.”

In supplementing the pledges of the Democratic platform, President Roosevelt had also been unequivocal in his personal declarations. At Philadelphia, October 23, 1940, he had branded as false a Republican charge that “this Administration wishes to lead this country into war,” and proclaimed that he was “following the road to peace.” At Boston on October 30, he was even more emphatic, for there he declared: “I have said this before, but I shall say it again and again and again: Your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars…. The purpose of our defense is defense.” At Buffalo, November 2, his vow was short and unqualified: “Your President says this country is not going to war.”

It is true that the Democratic platform of 1940 pledged to liberty-loving peoples wantonly attacked “all the material aid at our command, consistent with law and not inconsistent with the interests of our own national self-defense.” It is true also that during the campaign President Roosevelt reiterated, reinforced, and enlarged upon this promise. But neither Democratic party leaders nor President Roosevelt at the time construed the pledge to extend, conditionally, material aid to liberty-loving peoples as canceling the conditions and their antiwar covenants. And indeed it would require more than casuistry to show that an indefinite and conditional pledge in fact obliterated ex vi termini definite and unequivocal pledges to the contrary made simultaneously and subsequently.2

On their part, the Republicans and their candidate, Wendell Willkie, likewise committed themselves to definite promises that they would keep the United States out of war. The antiwar plank of the Republican platform read: “The Republican party is firmly opposed to involving this nation in foreign war.” While expressing a real fear that the Administration was heading for war, Mr. Willkie reiterated again and again and again during the campaign a solemn promise that if elected President no American boys would be sent to fight in any European or Asiatic war.3

Whatever secret reservations President Roosevelt and Mr. Willkie may have cherished when they made their antiwar commitments to the American people, there can be no doubt about the unequivocal nature of their covenants to keep the country out of war if victorious at the polls.4 Nor could there be any doubt that the overwhelming majority of the American people were then convinced that the United States should stay out of war in Europe and Asia. That conviction had long been maturing, in a large measure as the result of experiences during and after World War I.

As leader of “the great crusade” in 1917-18, President Wilson had held up before the American people a noble dream of a new and better world. In moving speeches and summary statements, he had told them that they were fighting a war for democracy, a war to end wars, a war to crush German military despotism, a war to close the old era of secret diplomacy and imperialism, a war to establish permanent peace among the war-weary peoples of the earth. But the war had scarcely come to a close when stark events began to dissolve the dream. Even in the so-called settlement at Versailles only two or three of President Wilson's Fourteen Points for an ideal peace were realized. For the American people the years that followed were years of deepening disillusionment.5

With regard to foreign policy, no trend in American public opinion between 1919 and 1941 was more marked than a diminishing confidence in the peace promises of the League of Nations and a growing resolve to keep the United States out of the next war in Europe. If the trend was especially marked at first among Republicans, it became powerfully evident among Democrats at their national conventions in 1924 and 1928.6 It reached a high point in 1932. In February of that year Franklin D. Roosevelt, then seeking the Democratic nomination for President, publicly declared that he was opposed to American membership in the League of Nations and was in favor of nonentanglement in the political quarrels of Europe; and in November of that year, after making a nationwide campaign mainly on domestic issues, Governor Roosevelt was elected President of the United States.7 The trend of Democratic opinion against involvement in the next European war came to a climax in 1935 when Congress, completely dominated by Democrats, passed the first Neutrality Act—a law deliberately designed to keep the United States out of the next European war, already on the horizon, by forbidding a number of specific practices identical with or akin to the practices that had prevailed in 1914-17 and had resulted in “shooting” incidents on the high seas prior to the declaration of war on Germany in April, 1917. Although President Roosevelt dissented from some features of the Neutrality measure he signed it, endorsed the design of Congress to keep the United States out of the next war, and praised the purpose of Congress in his campaign for reëlection in 1936.

Only once during the years from 193 3 to 1940 did President Roosevelt apparently make an open break with the policy of neutrality for the United States in European wars. That was in his “quarantine speech” at Chicago in October, 1937; but almost immediately he declared in effect that his speech really meant no breach with the Neutrality Act, no intention on his part to intervene by arms in a European war when it came.8 Furthermore, if, despite his subsequent denials, the quarantine speech was to be taken at the moment as indicating that President Roosevelt had actually shifted from neutrality to the doctrine of armed intervention, that indication was explicitly canceled in 1939 and 1940 by his various public promises to maintain the neutrality of the United States.

Had President Roosevelt been privately convinced in 1940 that the United States should enter the war, he knew, as well  as Mr. Willkie did, that the sentiment of the Democratic party, and of the country, was almost solidly against that view. Only a small proportion of the delegates at the Republican convention at Philadelphia in June dared to reveal opinions veering in the direction of war for the United States and all such opinions were quickly overridden by the resolute majority of noninterventionists.9 At the Democratic convention in Chicago a few days later the antiwar sentiment among the delegates was even stronger, if possible, than it had been among the Republicans at Philadelphia; President Roosevelt and his agents bowed to that sentiment.10

Indeed, in respect of foreign policy, the striking feature of the political campaign of 1940 was the predominance of the antiwar sentiment among Democrats and Republicans—the overwhelming majority of the American people. At no time during that contest did President Roosevelt or Mr. Willkie or any other responsible party leader venture to propose openly that the United States should become involved in foreign wars or should adopt measures calculated to result in war. On the contrary, as far as the two great parties were concerned, the only choice before the voters was between two candidates, President Roosevelt and Mr. Willkie, both engaged in outbidding each other in the solemnity and the precision of their pledges to maintain the neutrality and peace of the United States.

Nor must the circumstances in which their pledges were made be forgotten. Before the campaign of 1940 got into full swing France had fallen a victim to Hitler's conquering hordes, British armed forces had suffered disaster at Dunkirk, Germany seemed triumphant in western Europe, and Great Britain was beleaguered, daily expecting a German invasion. In other words, the peril of Britain seemed greater in the summer and autumn of 1940 than it did after June, 1941, when Hitler plunged into a war with Russia. Yet it was in those months of Britain's desperation in 1940 that President Roosevelt and Democratic candidates for Congress, pleading for the suffrages of the American people, promised that, if victorious, they would maintain the security and peace of the United States.

If the processes of popular election and responsible government had any meaning or validity, the antiwar covenants with the American people, freely entered into by the Democratic party and President Roosevelt during the campaign of 1940, were specific commitments to be fulfilled after their victory at the polls in November. Those covenants were explicit mandates for the President in the conduct of foreign affairs in 1941. They were equally explicit mandates for the Democratic Senators and Representatives, who had indubitable control of Congress, in the enactment of legislation relative to all issues of peace and war.

Those covenants were no mere incidents or practical jokes of the campaign: They were, in fact, major promises of the campaign, extensively and definitely expounded in documents and speeches, and were binding in honor and good conscience after the election. In short, unless deceiving the people in matters of life and death is to be regarded as a proper feature of the democratic politics and popular decisions at the polls are to be treated as chimeras, President Roosevelt's peace pledges of 1940 were imperatives for him in 1941; and only by spurning the peace pledges of their party could Democratic Senators and Representatives dominant in Congress enact into law measures calculated to take the United States into war.

To this principle of representative government, admittedly, exceptions are allowable, for example, where a drastic and unexpected alteration in the posture of affairs calls for a change of policy after an election. If, however, President Roosevelt came to the conclusion in 1941 that his antiwar commitments of 1940 had been rendered obsolete by changed circumstances in 1941 and that the United States should engage in war, he was under constitutional and moral obligations to explain to the country the grounds and nature of a reversal in policy. It may be said, to be sure, and has been said by defenders of his course, that in many of his addresses in 1941 he declared that there was danger or war coming, danger of attacks upon the United States, and a growing need for more and more preparation for defense. Indeed he did assert publicly that Hitler had designs for conquering the world, suppressing all religions, destroying liberty, and subduing the American people. He did say, more than once, that Hitler intended to attack the United States and, after the “shooting war” had begun, that Hitler had attacked America.11 In some addresses also he claimed that, in the election returns of 194012 and the Lend-Lease Act, he had sanction for pursuing an almost unlimited policy in the conduct of foreign affairs; and such addresses could be and occasionally were interpreted by American advocates of war to be public announcements of his intention to push affairs to the extreme of war in support of the Allies if necessary to assure their victory over the Axis Powers.

But over against all his declarations about war dangers in 1941 and his claims to a sanction for pursuing an aggressive policy stood his other declarations in line with the antiwar pledges of 1940. Repeatedly, between January 1, 1941, and the middle of December, 1941, he represented his policy as a policy contrary to war, as a quest for the peace and security of the United States.13 Once during those months, that is, on November 29, 1941, it is true, he did say that within a year American boys might be fighting, but this utterance was vague and gave no indication that the fighting would be due to a change in his policy as proclaimed in 1940.14

Nor at his press conferences during 1941, as reported in the New York Times,15 did President Roosevelt make any statement to the effect that his antiwar policy of 1940 had been abandoned in favor of a war policy. On the contrary, for instance, at a conference on July 1, 1941, more than three months after the enactment of the Lend-Lease Law, the question of policy was put to him bluntly by a persistent reporter:


“Mr. President, back when the war first started, it was a popular question to ask you if you thought we could keep out of war…. You always said that we could.” The President answered that he had not said so. He had stated that he hoped we could. Some observers saw in Mr. Roosevelt's remark a change in his position, since some time ago he expressed not only his hope but his belief that this country could avoid war. The President insisted, however, that the matter of wording had not changed his position. He had been giving the same answer to the question of whether this country could keep out of war since Sept. l, l 1939, when hostilities started in Europe.16



In other words, on July 1, 1941, President Roosevelt said that his position on the relation of the United States to the war had not changed; that he had been giving the same answer to the question of whether this country could keep out of war since September 1, 1939, when the war started in Europe. What had he been saying during the months from September 1, 1939, to December 31, 1940? The answer is in the official record of his public addresses, papers, and press conferences, for the years 1939 and 1940, prepared under his own direction. During those months he had said publicly and repeatedly that the United States should and would stay out of war.17 Once in that period, December 29, 1940, he had indicated that there was risk in “any course we may take,” but he had countered this new note in his line of policy by saying in the same address: “You can, therefore, nail any talk about sending armies to Europe as deliberate untruth.”18 So ended the year 1940 in respect of his numerous antiwar pledges to the American people.

Whatever intimations of a possible shift in his position President Roosevelt may have intended to convey in the prolix language of his numerous speeches in 1941 on dangers of attacks, none of them signified in clear or definite words, or even implied, that he had actually made a change to a war policy. Moreover, if this had been his intent, his other utterances to the contrary in 1941 explicitly offset any connotation that he had abandoned his covenants of 1940 in favor of a direction of affairs toward war. In fact, on the day after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, President Roosevelt declared that the United States was at peace with Japan on December 7, was engaged in conversations with the Japanese Government and Emperor “looking toward the maintenance of peace in the Pacific,” and that Japan had sprung “a surprise offensive” on this nation.

To be sure, many of his critics alleged that he intended all along to take America into the war by a circuitous route, but the President and his supporters in Congress repeatedly insisted that his resolve and purpose were defense and security for the United States. Indeed, as Mr. Justice Frankfurter described the management of foreign relations in those troublous times, the President “so skilfully conducted affairs as to avoid even the appearance of an act of aggression on our part.”19

Until war finally came with the Japanese attack on December 7, 1941, President Roosevelt maintained this appearance. When tension with Japan reached a danger point and a secret warning notice to American outpost military commanders was being framed by the War Department on November 27, 1941, a safeguarding clause was inserted in it at the direction of the President: “If hostilities cannot be avoided, the U.S. desires that Japan commit the first overt act.”20 Nor during subsequent days of strain, between November 27 and December 7, did the President call upon Congress for a declaration of war or for authority to commit any acts of war against any of the three powers which, in his numerous addresses and speeches on war dangers, he had designated as menaces to the United States.21
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CHAPTER II

Representations of Lend-Lease Aid to the Allies

THE plank of the Democratic platform which promised material aid to liberty-loving peoples wantonly attacked contained no specifications respecting the fulfillment of the pledge. It was restricted by the conditional clause “consistent with law and not inconsistent with the interests of our own national self-defense” and also by the other planks of the platform that committed the President and Congress to the policy of keeping the country out of war: “We will not participate in foreign wars, and we will not send our Army, naval or air forces to fight in foreign lands outside of the Americas, except in case of attack…. The direction and aim of our foreign policy has been, and will continue to be, the security and defense of our own land and the maintenance of its peace.” Hence, how to aid the Allies without violating the conditional clause and the unequivocal commitments to a foreign policy of security, defense, and peace for the United States was a difficult problem for Democratic leadership after the election of 1940, and the announcement of plans for solving it was awaited with expectancy as the year 1941 opened.

Instead of offering at once to the country and Congress a program for the solution of this problem, President Roosevelt began to discuss the subject, as if casually, with journalists, and he continued this practice after a bill providing for aid to the Allies had appeared in Congress and had been taken under consideration. On January 1, 1941, readers of metropolitan newspapers learned that the President had conversed with reporters on the matter of aiding the Allies, but the published accounts of the conversation contained nothing definite as to the nature of the project which the President had in mind. According to the version of the press conference printed in the New York Times on that day, the President “gave the impression to some of those present that he was still trying to think out his lend-lease scheme and had by no means completed its details.” Indeed, he said to the reporters that “he wished some one could put into the English language details of the lend-lease plan which he had in mind.”

The chief question for the President, at this press conference, seemed to be some method of enabling the Allies as beneficiaries of lend-lease to replace the munitions and goods they were to receive on loan or lease. He spoke, for example, of three antiaircraft guns that might be sent to Great Britain. One of them might never have to fire a shot, and it could be sent back to the United States “in time.” Another might be extensively used in warfare; it could be repaired and sent back. But the third might be destroyed in the war by a bomb. “How to carry out the replacement of this one was the problem,” he mused, “from a legislative standpoint.” The matter of British finances came up. The President “indicated no concern…. He appeared perfectly certain that ways would be found. He did not fear, he said, that the British would be solvent on Monday and broke on Tuesday.” Such was the nature of the information from the White House on lend-lease laid before the American people on New Year's Day, 1941.

Two days later, January 3, 1941, President Roosevelt told Senators Barkley, Harrison, and Byrnes that he would submit to Congress “a comprehensive plan for all-out aid to Great Britain ‘short of war.’” He intimated to the Senators that the plan would involve creating a governmental corporation to handle the lend-lease scheme which “he roughly outlined a few days ago.”1

On the day that President Roosevelt informed Democratic leaders in the Senate that he would submit a plan for “all-out aid to Britain ‘short of war,’” that is, on January 3, 1941, he held a general press conference at which he spoke of sending Harry Hopkins as his personal representative to Great Britain. Reporters assumed that this move had some relation to aiding the Allies. But in response to requests for definite statements in respect of Mr. Hopkins’ functions, he dismissed the affair lightly as if it had no particular significance.

The President was asked whether Mr. Hopkins would have any special mission. His reply was “No, no, no!” Any title? “No, no!” When asked whether Mr. Hopkins would be on the Government pay roll, the President replied: “I suppose they will pay his expenses—probably a per diem, not very large—either for you or Hopkins! (Laughter.)” He assured the journalists that Mr. Hopkins “will have no powers.” One journalist persisted: “Will he have any mission to perform?” This the President parried: “No; you can't get anything exciting. (Laughter.) He's just going over to say ‘How do you do?’ to a lot of my friends. (Laughter.)”2

In his annual message on January 6, 1941, the President informed Congress and the country of a design to furnish enormous quantities of arms, munitions, implements of war, and other commodities to the Allies enlisted against the Axis Powers. These aids to “the democracies”—these implements of war—were to be supplied on loan, lease, or otherwise by the Government of the United States, not by private citizens and concerns of the United States; and they were to be paid for, at least temporarily, by American taxpayers, not by the foreign belligerents who received them. It is true that in this annual message the President said: “For what we send abroad, we shall be repaid within a reasonable time following the close of hostilities, in similar materials, or, at our option, in other goods of many kinds, which they can produce and which we need.” But at the moment, American taxpayers and investors were to furnish the money, with such expectations of recompense as their experience with the debts of World War I might vouchsafe.

Under international law, as long and generally recognized, it was an act of war for a neutral government to supply munitions, arms, and implements of war to one of the belligerents engaged in a war.3 Private citizens and concerns could supply them, at the risk of capture and seizure by the other belligerent, according to well-known laws of war. A government, however, could not do this without committing an act of war under international law.

For this principle of international law, the United States had vigorously contended since the establishment of independence, never more vigorously than from 1914 to 1917. It had been the main point in a serious dispute between the United States and Great Britain during the American Civil War, when the United States stoutly maintained that Great Britain had committed a hostile act merely by permitting private shipyards in Great Britain to build war vessels for the Southern Confederacy and by allowing them to escape to sea where they preyed on the merchantmen and warships of the United States; Great Britain finally yielded to the contention and paid heavy damages. President Roosevelt admitted the gravity of his proposal in saying: “Such aid is not an act of war, even if a dictator should unilaterally proclaim it so to be;” in other words, a dictator might treat it as an act of war and meet it by an attack on the United States.

On January 7, 1941, the day after his annual message proposing aid to the Allies, President Roosevelt held another press conference. Near the close of the session a journalist remarked: “Reuters is carrying a dispatch out of Stockholm that American troops are occupying Greenland, or have occupied it.” The President dismissed the news with the retort: “New one on me! must have been while I was asleep. (Laughter.)”4

At a press conference, January 10, 1941, President Roosevelt called for swift action on the Lend-Lease Bill, “utmost speed,” but he left “the method of obtaining it” to Congress.5 Although the press conference was long, the actual nature and purposes of the bill were apparently not discussed at all. One point of major significance for foreign policy, however, seems to have been considered. The bill provided that its terms, which conferred enormous powers upon the President, were to be effective, “notwithstanding the provisions of any other law.” Evidently questions were raised at the conference about this sweeping clause which was to repeal all other legislation that stood in the way of the bill's authorizations; but the President specifically denied that the Johnson Act, barring loans to belligerents, and the Neutrality Act would be nullified by the repealer. Thus he assured Congress and the country that American neutrality as provided by the Neutrality Act would not be abrogated by the enactment of the Lend-Lease Bill. So far, the antiwar covenants of 1940 appeared to be reaffirmed.

In the meantime, Burton K. Wheeler, Democratic Senator from Montana, had begun to inquire about the logic of the lend-lease scheme and to criticize its principal features. On January 4, he called “idiotic” the project outlined by President Roosevelt at his press conference on January 3, and declared: “If it is our war, how can we justify lending them stuff and asking them to pay us back? If it is our war, we ought to have the courage to go over and fight it, but it is not our war.”6

About a week later, in a radio broadcast, Senator Wheeler criticized the Lend-Lease Bill at length. “Never before,” he said, “has the Congress of the United States been asked by any President to violate international law. Never before has this nation resorted to duplicity in the conduct of its foreign affairs. Never before has the United States given to one man the power to strip this Nation of its defenses. Never before has a Congress coldly and flatly been asked to abdicate.” Moreover, the Senator declared: “The lend-lease-give program is the New Deal's triple A. foreign policy; it will plow under every fourth American boy.”7 Approval of the lend-lease project by Congress, the Senator asserted, “means war, open and complete warfare….”

At his press conference two days later, January 14, 1941, President Roosevelt remarked: “I don't think I have any news. Anybody got any news?” A reporter evidently thought that the lend-lease discussion was news, for he asked the President whether he would care to comment on the proposition to put a time limit on the bill. The President replied: “Oh, no; because if I start commenting on one [proposed limit], you boys will be asking me about two or three every Tuesday and two or three every Friday; and you merely start a chain. Don't let's start one of those chains now.”

But the issue of peace or war was already before the country and the probable consequences which would flow from the enactment of the Lend-Lease Bill into law were being discussed with great anxiety. As if expressing this popular interest, a reporter inquired: “Mr. President, do you have any comment on the label that has been put on the lend-lease bill as a ‘blank check’ bill?” The President replied in tones of anger: “Yes, I suppose so; the easiest answer is: ‘Write me another that you would not put that label on but which would accomplish the same objective.’ That is a perfectly good answer to all these people. That is not an answer at all, however, to those who talk about plowing under every fourth American child, which I regard as the most untruthful, as the most dastardly, unpatriotic thing that has ever been said. Quote me on that. That really is the rottenest thing that has been said in public life in my generation.”

At this point a reporter wanted to know where that statement about “plowing under” had been originally made. The President answered: “I read it in the paper; it has been quoted by several people….” He was then asked: “You say you don't remember who said it?” The President brought the interview to a conclusion with the words: “No; it was said by three or four people. In other words, it's a good time to kill a proposed slogan, at birth.”8

At a press conference on January 17, President Roosevelt characterized as verging on the “absurd” numerous suggestions for limiting the powers to be given to him by the bill. Some of these suggestions he discussed with the derisive raillery he had often displayed on such occasions. It had been said that under the terms of the bill, the President could give away the American Navy or buy the British Navy. As to giving away the American Navy, he said: “The bill did not prevent the President of the United States from standing on his head, but the President did not expect to stand on his head.” As to buying the British Navy, he remarked that supposedly Congress might authorize him to buy the German Navy, too. “And didn't the reporters think that this was awful cow-jumping-over-the-moon stuff?” Asked whether he had discussed the bill with a representative of the Vatican, “Mr. Roosevelt leaned back in his chair and roared with laughter. Maybe he was trying to buy the Vatican Navy, he suggested.”

Taking seriously the issue of limitations which the President thus dismissed with laughter, many members of Congress on both sides of the party line insisted that several of the powers conferred on the President by his plans were too sweeping; and in fact certain of the bill's provisions were materially amended in this respect before it was passed. Evidently aware of this primary and practical objection to the original Lend-Lease Bill, a reporter at the press conference on January 17 inquired whether, since the President did not intend to use some of the powers in question, he had any objections to putting limitations on them. In response, “Mr. Roosevelt reiterated that the bill did not restrict him from standing on his head, implying that such limitations were unnecessary.” When the reporter persisted, the President said that things were changing from day to day and that the proposed legislative grant of power represented “just a precautionary measure for continuing American defense.”9

Among the other grave issues raised in Congress and outside in relation to the Lend-Lease Bill was the question of using American naval vessels to convoy supplies to Great Britain. On this point it had been said in various quarters that it would seem strange for the United States to manufacture huge quantities of supplies for Great Britain, turn them over to British ships in American harbors, and then quietly allow German submarines to send them all to the bottom of the sea, instead of assuring delivery by convoying supply ships into British waters or to Iceland. Moreover, it had been contended that since convoying was an act of war under international law, a resort to that practice by the United States would inevitably lead to “shooting,” if not immediately to war.10 At a press conference on January 21, a reporter asked President Roosevelt about his intentions with regard to convoys. The President replied that he “had never considered using American naval vessels to convoy ships bearing supplies to Great Britain.” He also said that “the suggestion was new to him and asked what about the Falkland Islands [in the South Atlantic], the Celebes [in the Dutch East Indies], or the Andamans [in the Bay of Bengal].”

Another question brought up in public discussions of the bill pertained to the broad provision of the measure allowing the President to transfer equipment and materials of war to Great Britain. In this connection fear was expressed that he might transfer to foreign powers ships of war that were needed for the defense of the United States in the Atlantic and in the Pacific, as he had done in 1940. This point was also raised at the press conference on January 21, 1941; and the President “described as cow-jumping-over-the-moon, Old Mother Hubbard stuff assertions that he would transfer American naval ships to Britain or any other foreign power. He also reiterated that he had no intention of standing on his head.”11

Commenting, February 4, on a statement recently made by Senator Wheeler to the effect that five sixths of the American airplane output was going to Great Britain, the President remarked that, of course, one could work out all kinds of things with figures and these figures must be very satisfactory to the Reich dictator. Asked what he would do first if the Lend-Lease Bill passed, he responded that “he would go out into the middle of Pennsylvania Avenue and stand on his head, since that would not be prohibited.” Thereupon a reporter inquired: “How would that aid beleaguered democracies?” The President's reply was that “it would result in some publicity.”12

While the discussion of the Lend-Lease Bill was “dragging along” in Congress, Jesse Jones, head of the Department of Commerce and the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, went before the House Committee on Banking and Currency and asked for the speedy passage of a bill allowing the Federal Housing Administration to insure mortgages up to the amount of $100,000,000. In the course of his testimony, Mr. Jones exclaimed: “We're in the war; at least we're nearly in the war; we're preparing for it; when you do that, you've got to throw money away.” Bethinking himself, Mr. Jones had the official stenographer strike the words from the committee's formal record.13 But his words were given publicity by the press.

After Mr. Jones’ blunt declaration to the House Committee on Banking and Currency became known, “President Roosevelt described the statement as a lot of words that do not mean anything. He said that he did not mean for his remarks to apply particularly to Mr. Jones, but to the press or anyone else who expressed himself in a similar manner.”14 The form of the President's characterization was somewhat cryptic, but it seemed to deplore the use of such words as “we are in the war,” or “nearly in it,” or “preparing for it.” Taken in connection with the numerous antiwar statements he had previously made, it implied that he disapproved of introducing into public discussions the idea that the United States was going into the war or preparing for it while the Lend-Lease Bill was under consideration.

Before the Lend-Lease Bill passed, a letter directed to President Roosevelt in the name of the League of Women Voters informed him that the League favored the measure but made some inquiries as to his intentions. Replying to this letter on March 5,1941, the President said: “In acknowledging my appreciation of the League's position, I am glad to reiterate the assurance that the policy under which the measure would be operated would not be a war policy but the contrary.”15

When President Roosevelt's public comments on the Lend-Lease Bill during its course through Congress are reduced to substantial elements respecting the foreign policy implicit in the measure, they amount to the following statements:

The law did not nullify the Neutrality Act designed to assure the neutrality of the United States in foreign wars.

The idea of using the United States Navy to convoy ships to Great Britain or Iceland had not been considered and was to be dismissed as irrelevant, as if beyond consideration or merely amusing.

Senator Wheeler's assertion that the lend-lease program would “plow under every fourth American boy” and meant open and complete war was “the most dastardly and unpatriotic thing ever said,” “the rottenest thing that has been said in public life in my generation.”

Jesse Jones’ declaration that “We're in the war; at least we are nearly in it; we're preparing for it” was a lot of words that did not mean anything.

The Lend-Lease Act was to be administered not as a war measure but the contrary; that is, as a peace measure.

Hence it was to be concluded or inferred that President Roosevelt's public statements on this occasion were in line with his antiwar covenants of 1940.

THE LEND-LEASE BILL AND THE PRIMARY ISSUES RAISED IN CONGRESS

WHAT powers, in fact, did the Lend-Lease Bill, as originally introduced “into” Congress, confer upon the President? Without any limitation as to time or cost or quantity or number, it authorized the President to do the following, among other things: (I) to designate as a beneficiary of its provisions any country in the world, “whose defense the President deems vital to the defense of the United States;” (2) to manufacture or otherwise procure any weapon, munition, aircraft, boat, or other article of defense; (3) to sell, transfer, exchange, lease, lend, or otherwise dispose of any such implements, articles of defense, and machinery or tools for the manufacture of the same to any government so designated by the President; (4) to repair, outfit, and recondition defense articles for such designated government; (5) to communicate to such government any defense information pertaining to such defense articles; and (6) to determine the terms and conditions of receipt and repayment by such foreign governments, or any other direct or indirect benefit which the President deems satisfactory. And all these things the President could do at his pleasure and on his own motion, “notwithstanding the provisions of any other law.” (Italics supplied.)

So far as the specific language of the bill was concerned, the President could do all these things as he pleased until Congress saw fit to repeal the law, perhaps over his veto by a two-thirds vote. Nor was he required to report to Congress in any way anything he did under the law. Within the broad sweep of the Lend-Lease Bill, if passed, his own decisions were to be law. And as to final settlement for such aids to other governments designated by the President, he could make any arrangements whatever which he deemed satisfactory, that is, satisfactory to himself.

During the hearings and debates on the Lend-Lease Bill in January, February, and March, 1941, many controversial points were raised and discussed. Among them four questions had direct bearings on the intentions behind the bill and the foreign policy which it implied—peace or war:

By whom was the Lend-Lease Bill conceived and drafted?

Are the ships carrying munitions to the beneficiaries to be convoyed by American naval vessels or left to the mercies of the swarming Axis submarines?

If these ships are to be convoyed by American naval vessels, is not this convoying itself an act of war on the part of the United States?

Is the bill really calculated to fulfill the Administration's pledges on maintaining neutrality and keeping the country out of war or is it to be regarded as authorizing the President to set out boldly on the road to war?

AUTHORSHIP OF THE BILL

WHO drafted the bill? On this question, immediately asked in Congress and outside, neither the President nor anybody authorized to speak for him furnished to the American public any definite information.

In his note to his message of January 6, 1941, as reprinted in his Public Papers, 1940 Volume, the President gave no clue as to the origins of the measure; he merely said: “Pursuant to these recommendations [in his message], the ‘Lend-Lease Bill’ was introduced into Congress on January 10,1941.” Secretary Hull was equally cryptic. In the State Department's volume Peace and War: United States Foreign Policy, 1931-1941 (July, 1943, ed., p. 100) it is simply stated: “Early in January 1941 there was introduced in Congress a bill to enable the Government to furnish aid to nations whose defense was deemed by the President to be vital to the defense of the United States.”

At hearings before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs and before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, and during the debates in the House and Senate, a persistent search was made for the author or authors of the Lend-Lease Bill who could assume responsibility for its terms and explain the purpose of the project in general and the purposes of its several provisions in detail. But from the beginning to the end, from the day the bill was presented to Congress until it was finally passed, this search was fruitless. The Administration leaders who introduced the bill in the House and in the Senate assumed responsibility for introducing it, and undertook to expound it as they understood it. Yet even they were unable, or unwilling, to name the author or authors of the bill, so that the designer or designers of the measure could be questioned as to the meaning which he or they alone knew and intended, as the bill was drafted, section by section and line by line.

From the documents, official papers, and congressional speeches pertaining to the origin and passage of the bill a volume could be written on the search for the authorship, general purposes, and specific intentions of the measure. But as far as the hearings of the House Committee and the debates of the House were concerned, the situation was described on the basis of documentation by Representative Karl E. Mundt, of South Dakota, on February 4, 1941. While it is true that Mr. Mundt was speaking as a Republican and introduced critical observations of his own, he had records to support him when he said that Secretary Hull, Secretary Morgenthau, Secretary Stimson, and Secretary Knox disclaimed personal responsibility for the authorship of the Lend-Lease Bill.

Although some of Mr. Mundt's animadversions may be discounted on grounds of opposition partisanship, the views he expressed represented opinions widely held in the House and, therefore, with justification deserve quotation at length:


Mr. Chairman, we are confronted with a very strange and a very unique situation—a situation in which the Secretary of State, Mr. Hull, charged with the responsibility of maintaining the peaceful neutral relations of America, refuses to admit that he had anything to do with drafting the legislation now before us. We are confronted with a situation in which the Secretary of the Treasury, who had been charged with initiating the bill, who is charged also with the responsibility of rescuing this country from bankruptcy, if he can, disclaims any authorship of the bill. Stranger than that, we are confronted with a situation in which the Secretary of War, Mr. Stimson, a man certainly who by his belligerent advocacy of quick and vigorous steps, shorter and shorter of war, marks him as a man who would not disclaim any responsibility in this respect, the Secretary of War charged with defending these United States, a Secretary of War who must operate under a bill labeled “for purposes of national defense” repeatedly states he had nothing to do with drafting the bill. He said he did not see it until its draft was completed—and so it goes, Secretary after Secretary testified in that fashion.

It may be that those portions of the bill which say “for other purposes” have some well-known consultants who helped draft the bill; but insofar as the other portions of the bill at least are concerned, and insofar as its national-defense purposes are concerned, we find this strange piece of legislation disclaimed by the Secretaries of the President's Cabinet. We find this piece of legislation—surreptitiously conceived, individually disclaimed, of unknown parentage—placed before us, like a baby in a basket on our doorstep, and we are asked to adopt it.

I think it is mighty important, Mr. Chairman, that we pause to wonder a bit why this legislation, containing so many powers that the President says he did not ask for and that the President did not want, was drawn in such a unique manner, because it is kind of stimulating to contemplate what person or what power put into this bill those undesired and undesirable powers, since they are definitely found in the legislation. We are asked to violate all pretenses of neutrality; we are asked to disregard the remaining vestiges of international law; and the Secretary of State, charged with the responsibility of maintaining our peaceful relations, disclaims authorship.

I have said that this bill is a very important piece of legislation and that it was conceived in a most unique manner. I think that the vast delegation of powers taking place in this bill, enormous as they are, probably are equaled and excelled only by the anonymity of their enormity. I think it is amazing that we are confronted with a situation of this type in a bill of this importance, when Secretaries testifying before this committee, members of the President's Cabinet, argue that the bill may be necessary but answer as few questions as they possibly can concerning whether or not the bill is wise.

If this bill is designed primarily, as I am afraid it is, for “the other purposes” aspect of this act, this evasiveness is understandable; but if the bill is devised primarily for the national-defense purposes of this act, it seems to be uncommon strange that those charged with administering it should disclaim any responsibility for initiating this particular legislation.16



The search conducted by United States Senators for the author or authors who could explain the purpose and meaning of the Lend-Lease Bill was no more successful. When Secretary Hull came before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations he refused to discuss certain vital matters except in camera, under the seal of secrecy. In his testimony before the House Committee in charge of the bill, he had referred to it as “a Treasury bill,” and when he appeared before the Senate Committee he declined or “preferred” not to discuss the matter of authorship.17

When asked by Senator LaFollette whether there was someone who could give the Senate Committee a broad outline of the powers intended to be conferred by the bill, Secretary Morgenthau answered “No.” Under further questioning, Mr. Morgenthau disclaimed ability to deal with any save the financial aspects of the measure, and gave only a general account of its history. At his first appearance before the Senate Committee on January 28, 1941, Mr. Morgenthau made the following statements:


Several weeks ago the President asked me to come over to his office after he had had a talk with the Speaker of the House, and he asked that the Treasury get into touch with the Speaker, who, in turn, would put us into touch with Mr. Beaman [Congressional draftsman]….

We worked very hard on this. But there have been a number of other people also. To get the impression that the Treasury wrote  the bill I think is incorrect, because I attended at least a half-dozen conferences with the Democratic leaders both in [the] Senate and the House, and last night with the minority leaders.

I might point out that at no time has any meeting taken place in my office. They have always been either at the White House or at the State Department….

SENATOR JOHNSON of California. So you cannot tell us the genesis of the bill or who was the principal scrivener who wrote it.

MR. MORGENTHAU. That is correct. I think it was a product of many brains.18



Further inquiries failed to disclose any person prepared, by knowledge of the bill's origin and purposes, to explain its provisions. At length, Senator Alben Barkley declared that he was the sponsor of the bill in the Senate and prepared to explain it as best he could and as he understood it. Thereupon Senator Bennett Clark made the following proposition:


That that portion of the Secretary of State's remarks before the House committee on foreign affairs, in which he said this was the Treasury, and also the remarks of the Secretary of the Treasury this morning, in which he said it was not the Treasury, and also the remarks of the distinguished Senator, and I hope the next Justice of the United States Supreme Court, Mr. Byrnes, in which he said it was Congress, be printed together as an exhibit to the Senator's testimony.19


To this proposition, Senator Barkley replied:


I certainly have no objection to that. I wish merely to state that regardless of who wrote the bill, whether it was written by a taxicab driver or the Attorney General of the United States, the language speaks for itself. It is plain enough for anybody to understand, it seems to me, regardless of who had anything to do with the writing of this bill.20


As the House and Senate Committee hearings and the debates on the bill in Congress revealed again and again, Senator Barkley and his colleagues who sponsored the bill did not in fact find the language of the measure plain enough for everybody to understand. On the contrary they were often unable to answer accurately questions as to the meaning of the bill in general or specific clauses of the bill; and any person willing to spend several months comparing the explanations offered by the sponsors of the bill with the actions of the President under the bill can discover numerous discrepancies between what was said about the meaning of the bill and what was done under its authority.21

However, amid the disputes about the authorship and purpose and meaning of the bill, Secretary Morgenthau made certain points “plain enough for anybody to understand,” even if, as Senator Barkley remarked, the bill “was written by a taxicab driver.” The first point was that “several weeks” before January 28, 1941, apparently in December, or perhaps November, 1940, President Roosevelt was talking with the Speaker of the House of Representatives about the proposed bill and he called Secretary Morgenthau to the White House for a conference on the measure. Secretary Morgenthau's second point was that meetings of persons concerned in preparing the bill were “always” held “either at the White House or at the State Department.” Yet the President refrained from assuming authorship of the bill and from explaining it by means of a special message to Congress when the bill was introduced by Mr. McCormack, the Democratic majority leader in the House and by Mr. Barkley, the Democratic majority leader in the Senate.

So much for Secretary Morgenthau's information to Congress and the public in January, 1941, when the Lend-Lease Bill was pending. But about six years later, Mr. Morgenthau told what purported to be the truth about the genesis of the bill—in Collier's for October 18, 1947. There he printed an extract from a letter (“now published for the first time”) from Mr. Churchill to President Roosevelt, dated December 7, 1940, proposing a form of American aid to Great Britain free from what President Roosevelt called “the dollar sign.” There Mr. Morgenthau stated that President Roosevelt approved and developed Mr. Churchill's idea and that “the Lend-Lease bill was born” in the White House, December 30, 1940, at a conference attended by the President, Mr. Morgenthau, and Arthur Purvis, head of the British-French purchasing commission. The hour of the “birth” was about noon that day. According to Mr. Morgenthau's account in 1947, the Lend-Lease Bill was drafted on January 2, 1941, by “Ed Foley, my crack general counsel, and his bright assistant, Oscar Cox,” and some changes were later made by them on suggestions from other departments. The bill so drawn was approved by Secretaries Hull, Stimson, and Knox. Mr. Morgenthau also related in Collier's in 1947, that there was opposition to the bill on the part of subordinates in the State Department and printed a colloquy between Secretary Knox and himself in 1941 as follows: Secretary Knox, “Let's organize a hanging bee over there someday and hang the ones that you and I pick out.” Mr. Morgenthau, “We won't leave many people over there.”

THE QUESTION OF CONVOYING MERCHANT SHIPS22

AMONG the arguments brought up against the Lend-Lease Bill was the contention that it would be folly for the United States to send billions of dollars worth of munitions on the way to Great Britain only to be sunk by German submarines, that the American Navy would be used to convoy or protect such shipments, and that this convoying of merchant ships loaded with munitions across the Atlantic would be an act of hostility or aggression—an act of war on the part of the United States. This matter was brought to the attention of Secretary Knox during the hearings on the Lend-Lease Bill. Senator Nye said to him: “You stand very much opposed to the idea of convoying merchantmen across the Atlantic?” Secretary Knox replied: “Yes.” To the question: “You look upon it as an act of war?” Secretary Knox responded: “Yes.” But in answer to other questions, the Secretary said that, if the President ordered a convoy, he would obey the orders as a subordinate of the Commander in Chief.23 In other words, Secretary Knox was prepared to commit an act of war against Germany in obedience to the President's orders.

Although Secretary Knox, head of the Navy Department, whose business it would be to convoy merchant ships bearing munitions across the seas if this policy was decided upon, expressed opposition to convoying and declared it to be an act of war in itself, Mr. Stimson, Secretary of War, took a different view. At the Senate Committee hearings, he was quoted as declaring himself in favor of sending munitions to Great Britain “if necessary in our own ships and under convoy.”24 He was not sure whether convoying would actually put the United States into the war. On the basis of the Kellogg Pact of 1928 and some resolutions adopted at a meeting of the International Law Association at Budapest in 1934, Secretary Stimson claimed that everything authorized by the Lend-Lease Bill was justifiable “by international law itself, as that international law has been interpreted in the light of a great treaty which this country initiated.” The governments which had signed the Kellogg Pact in 1928 had not recognized or accepted the interpretation of international law put forward by professors at Budapest in 1934, but, in Mr. Stimson's opinion, neither convoying nor anything else authorized by the Lend-Lease Bill would constitute an act of war or violate international law.

What were Administration supporters in Congress to do in this dilemma? Opponents of the bill demanded an amendment prohibiting the use of convoys on the ground that, as Secretary Knox had said, it would constitute “an act of war.” If, the critics asked in substance of the majority, you want to avoid war, as you claim, and convoying is an act of war, why not add a safeguard in the interest of peace by incorporating in the bill a provision to that effect? Over this pointed question a sharp contest was waged, partly in public and partly behind the scenes. Counterquestions were raised by sponsors of the measure: Has Congress the power under the Constitution to forbid the President as Commander in Chief to employ the Navy for convoying purposes, even though convoying is generally regarded as an act of war? Shall we strike down with one hand all we grant with the other? Why pass the bill if we nullify it by a destructive prohibition?

Entangled in logical and moral difficulties, advocates of the bill in Congress evolved a formula that appeared to be in line with the idea of keeping the United States out of war by aiding the enemies of the Axis Powers. The formula took the shape of two paragraphs which were added to the original bill as amendments. These paragraphs read: “(d) Nothing in this Act shall be construed to authorize or to permit the authorization of convoying by naval vessels of the United States, (e) Nothing in this Act shall be construed to authorize or to permit the authorization of the entry of any American vessel into a combat area in violation of section 3 of the Neutrality Act of 1939.”

The language of these amendments was apparently explicit. Nothing in the act was to be construed by the President as authorizing or permitting the use of convoys or as authorizing him to send American vessels into combat areas. Nor was there in existing legislation any provision authorizing him to take such actions in the circumstances contemplated by the Lend-Lease Act. Furthermore, such actions were, to all appearances, explicitly forbidden by another amendment attached to the original bill, namely, Section 10. It read: “Nothing in this Act shall be construed to change existing law relating to the use of the land and naval forces of the United States, except  in so far as such use relates to the manufacture, procurement, and repair of defense articles, the communication of information, and other noncombatant purposes enumerated in this Act.” (Italics supplied.)

In other words, Congress declared that the Lend-Lease Law conferred on the President no power whatever to use the armed forces for combatant purposes, that in executing the law he could not order the armed forces to commit acts of war. This provision was designed to meet the charge made by many Democrats and Republicans that otherwise President Roosevelt could treat the measure as authorizing him to wage an undeclared war under color of “aiding the Allies.” Indeed, it is doubtful whether Congress would have passed the bill if provisions against convoying and committing “combatant,” or fighting, acts had not been written clearly in the bill.

SEARCHES FOR THE MEANING OF THE BILL AT HEARINGS OF CONGRESSIONAL COMMITTEES

IN HIS public statements before the House and Senate Committees in charge of the Lend-Lease Bill, Secretary Hull took a definite line. He represented the bill as based on the principle that the United States should give immediate aid to Great Britain “and other victims of attack” in the interest of self-defense for the United States. The keynote of his persistent argument was “defense”—the bill provided the machinery for the effective use of our resources “in our own self-defense.”25 This formula he recited again and again. If he regarded the measure as constituting an act of war or as leading inexorably to war on the part of the United States, he gave no indication of that opinion in his published testimony.

Speaking as head of the Department of the Navy, Secretary Knox sought to convince the members of the House Committee that the Lend-Lease Bill was a necessary measure of national defense, intended to gain time in which to make military and naval preparations to maintain the “essential interests” of the American people “throughout the world”:


To keep our land secure we must prevent the establishment of strong aggressive military power in any part of the New World. We can keep non-American military power out of our hemisphere only through being able to control the seas that surround our shores. Once we lose the power to control even a part of those seas, inevitably the wars of Europe and Asia will be transferred to the Americas.

We need time to build ships and to train their crews. We need time to build our outlying bases so that we can operate our fleets as a screen for our continent. We need time to train our armies, to accumulate war stores, to gear our industry for defense.

Only Great Britain and its fleet can give us that time. And they need our help to survive.

If we fully organize the mental and material resources of the American people, we can give Britain that help and simultaneously can build a strong military defense for ourselves. The cost to us in money, effort and sacrifice will be great—but that cost will be far greater even in the immediate future, should we now stand aside and let Britain fall.

We are a strong Nation, though our military strength is still largely potential. I believe that the American people have what it takes in character, courage and wisdom to guard this country and to guard this hemisphere. But to keep from engaging in a desperate struggle in American territory, they need time to make ready their arms. They can get time to make ready, and can maintain their essential interests throughout the world, only so long as Britain and its fleet survive. With our unstinted help, I firmly believe that Britain cannot be defeated.

We will act in our best national interests, therefore, if, while increasing our naval power as fast as we can, we provide the British Commonwealth with the means that will bring her through this tragic crisis.26



In his testimony before the House Committee, Secretary Stimson followed in general the line taken by Secretary Hull. He stood firmly by the bill exactly as it was written, laid stress on defense, opposed limiting amendments, and categorically denied that, in case the aid given to Great Britain and China failed to sustain them in Europe and Asia, the consequence of the Lend-Lease Bill, if enacted into law, would necessarily be the sending of American manpower to fight in Europe and Asia. The following passages from the Hearings before the House Committee give his views on the bill as a “peace” measure and on efforts to calculate the probable consequences of the actions to be taken under it, if duly passed:


MR. FISH:…have you any objection if the Congress inserts a provision in the bill prohibiting the President from giving away any part of the Navy?

MR. STIMSON: For myself I submit that question is one which should be asked of the Secretary of the Navy. But on the knowledge that I have of the situation I should object to it, because I can well conceive that a portion, or some of the Navy, might be transferred under conditions that might be very advantageous to meet a situation that might develop….27

MR. FISH: Is not our outer defense our Navy? Has not the Congress appropriated for a two-ocean Navy?

SECRETARY STIMSON: No sir; only in one sense. Our first line of defense is our diplomacy, if you will permit me to say it, by which we try to keep as many enemies away from us, and to get as many friends on our side as we can throughout the whole world. Then the Navy is another line, and the line of bases is another line. The Army is the last line to be used, the continental Army, in a situation which will never occur, I hope; namely, when an enemy has got its foot on our soil and is ready to do to us what the Germans did to the countries of Europe last spring.

MR. FISH: Mr. Secretary, if our Navy is not our first line of defense, then some foreign nation must be our first line of defense, and if Great Britain is our first line of defense, then it is our war, and it would be craven not to be in it. But I believe the American Navy is our first line of defense, and always will be, and we do not have to depend on anyone else.

THE CHAIRMAN: Do you wish to reply to that, Mr. Secretary?

SECRETARY STIMSON: I do not see any question there. I heard a statement of Mr. Fish's opinion.

MR. FISH: I will ask you point blank if Great Britain is our first line of defense, are you in favor of going to war?

SECRETARY STIMSON: I am in favor of assisting Great Britain to maintain her fleet. I am in favor of that. At present, she, being at war, is providing for the defense of the North Atlantic, and we are vitally interested in that defense.

MR. FISH: Is it not rather cowardly of us, if England is fighting our battle, not to go into the war?

SECRETARY STIMSON: I am not going to pursue this line of argument. We are not concerned with it in this bill….28

MR. TINKHAM: May I ask you if that is your fixed opinion, that there should not be put into this bill a clause which would forbid our warships going into belligerent waters?

SECRETARY STIMSON: Yes; that is my opinion, most certainly. No one can foresee what situations might arise that will make it most essential, in the light of our defense—not offense—for our country to send its warships into what you call belligerent waters.

MR. TINKHAM: May I ask you under what conditions, as you conceive them, we should send warships into belligerent waters without that being an offensive action?

SECRETARY STIMSON: Well, I do not think I care to indulge in speculation. That is too broad a field. But I say the thing might happen. I do not believe that this country should in any circumstances tie its hands behind its back.

MR. TINKHAM: Even to keep out war?

SECRETARY STIMSON: I think it would be perhaps one of the surest ways of getting into war, or, at any rate, of getting into a position where we could be safely attacked, and attacked under disadvantages….

MR. TINKHAM: You are in favor of the United States remaining at peace, if possible, are you not?

SECRETARY STIMSON: I am, certainly. But I am in favor also of its remaining in a state of complete readiness in case, contrary to its desire, it should be forced to defend itself by military action.

MR. TINKHAM:…Now still in relation to warships, do you think that our warships should convoy American ships to England?

SECRETARY STIMSON: Let me say first that nothing in this bill touches upon that question at all….29

MR. TINKHAM:…May I put the question in this way, Mr. Secretary: If, under this bill, our resources are put behind England and behind China, which means in Europe and in Asia, and they are not sufficient, and China seems to be falling and England seems to be falling, is it not inherent, once having committed ourselves with all our resources, to send our manpower in order to maintain our dignity and our position?

SECRETARY STIMSON: I do not see that it would be from anything now before me at all a consequence that would necessarily follow from that. I think, on the contrary, it is the best bet we can make to save us from sending our manpower. That is my view. I may be mistaken. But I am very strongly and clearly of that view.

MR. TINKHAM: I take exactly the opposite position, Mr. Secretary. Now, if there is nothing in the bill to prohibit cargo convoys, would you object to having an amendment in the bill which forbade convoys by the American Navy to Great Britain or to other countries?

SECRETARY STIMSON: I think the bill should stand as it does.

MR. TINKHAM: In other words, you object to any such limitation?

SECRETARY STIMSON: I prefer the bill as it is, on the same principle that I said before. I think this Government of ours, the United States, should not tie its hands, or even its finger, in the face of the emergency that exists now; and all of these little things are in the nature of shackles which you would have put on this Nation in a great emergency. No one can foresee whether or not that might not be very dangerous to it in an unforeseen emergency.30



Among the other expositions of the Lend-Lease Bill before the House Committee that of William C. Bullitt was regarded as having especial significance. Mr. Bullitt had been the American Ambassador at Paris during the fall of France and had made speeches which, as reported in the press, sounded like a call for the United States to take up arms in the European war. But before the committee he represented the bill as a measure of defense, intended to “buy time” for the United States, by aiding Great Britain, and to prepare against a probable invasion of this hemisphere that would menace American liberties. Mr. Bullitt said:


We are not prepared today to meet an attack by the totalitarian states that are leagued against us. We must buy time in which to prepare.

We can buy that time only by making certain that the British fleet will continue to hold the totalitarian forces in Europe while our fleet watches in the Pacific….

Should the British Navy be eliminated and should the Panama Canal be blocked before we are prepared, invasion of the Western Hemisphere would be almost certain. It is entirely certain that the shipbuilding facilities in the hands of the totalitarian dictators would be at least four times as great as our shipbuilding facilities…. We should have to organize our American life on a military basis from top to bottom and maintain it on a military basis throughout years of misery and years of totalitarian propaganda directed against our democratic form of government. How long, under those conditions, we could maintain the liberties that have been the birthright of every American since the birth of our Nation, no man knows.

These would be to us the consequences of British defeat. We must, therefore, for our own self-preservation, try to see to it that Great Britain is not defeated.

We are determined not to be drawn into this war. We leave out of discussion, therefore, the policy of going to war, although we know that the most certain way to insure against risk of British defeat would be for us to go to war. We set two limits on our support of Great Britain: First, we will not declare war; second, we will not ourselves initiate military or naval hostilities.

We can diminish the danger to ourselves only by supplying promptly to the British and the other states that are now holding the totalitarian war machines away from our shores every material, munition and arm that they need….31

MR. JOHNSON: The charge has been made by some of the opponents of this bill that it is a war bill, that it is a bill designed to get us into war. I would like to have your opinion on that.

MR. BULLITT: In my opinion, the bill will provide means for effectively aiding Great Britain. There is only one result of this war that can make certain that we will come into the war, which is that Great Britain shall be beaten, because if Great Britain is beaten, we will be attacked in this hemisphere—not probably first directly by an attack on us, but by a movement through South America….

MR. JOHNSON: Do you believe, then, that this bill, instead of being designed to get us into war, would be calculated, if it passes, to aid England and prevent its fall, and therefore keep the war out of America?

MR. BULLITT: I believe exactly that…,32



Opponents of the Lend-Lease Bill before the House Committee, whatever their differences of opinion as to details of the project, were agreed on one thing: This is a war bill which grants to the President almost dictatorial power over the human and material resources of the United States and will, if enacted, lead inevitably to participation in the war on a world scale. Colonel Charles Lindbergh declared it to be “a major step to getting us into war.”33 Norman Thomas maintained that it would eventuate in a “total war on two oceans and five continents; a war likely to result in stalemate; perhaps in such a breakup of western civilization, that Stalin, with his vast armies and loyal Communist followers, will be the victor…Mr. Thomas charged President Roosevelt with wanting to take a gamble with the lives and destinies of the American people, or “to put us in war gradually, knowing that we would refuse to go into it all at once.”34 Dr. Brooks Emeny characterized the bill as “definitely a step in the direction of war,” and stated that he would oppose the bill “until it has become apparent that the American people are fully aware that the probabilities are that the bill as proposed is not a measure short of war.”35

Insofar as the central issue at stake in the Lend-Lease Bill was concerned—peace or war for the United States—the testimony before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations practically duplicated that offered to the House Committee, except that the emphasis on the pacific intentions of the bill was, if anything, more positive in tone. What Secretary Hull said to the Senate Committee at a secret hearing remains unknown, but at the public hearing he offered the statement he had presented to the House Committee.36

When asked at the House hearings whether the bill, if passed, was likely to get the country into the war, Secretary Hull said that for a long time he had agreed with countries that relied primarily on neutrality as a way of keeping out of trouble, but as things developed he had reached the conclusion that “the surest way to keep out of trouble [is] to prevent an invasion of this hemisphere…. I think that is the safest course. I want you to know that in my view there is danger in any direction.”37 In short, Secretary Hull refused to accept the view that the bill marked a sure step on the road to war; while granting that there was danger in any course, he repeatedly emphasized defense of the United States in this hemisphere.

The Secretary of War, Henry L. Stimson, stated to the Senate Committee that through the Lend-Lease Bill the United States was buying time to prepare for its own security and buying this time from “the only nation that can sell it,” Great Britain. Yet, in response to a question from Senator LaFollette about the possibility of getting into war, Secretary Stimson said: “As Secretary of War, I became a subordinate of the President and was directed to follow out his policies, and those policies, as I understand them, have always been, as shown by many, many occasions, a desire, if possible—if possible—to effect the safety of this country without becoming involved in any warlike or forcible or military measures. Now, so long as I remain his Secretary of War I shall endeavor loyally to follow out his policies….” Still later Senator Pepper remarked to Mr. Stimson: “So that this is a method toward the peace of this country and not a step toward getting this country into war?” Mr. Stimson replied: “…it is about the last call for lunch on that kind of procedure. This is an effort to do just as you say—to carry out, by nonviolent methods, the protection of our own country through aid to Great Britain. It may be the last.”38

The testimony of Secretary Knox was plainly and indisputably in favor of neutrality, peace, and keeping out of the European war. In 1940 Mr. Knox had declared: “With the wisdom that comes from experience, we know that the phrases, ‘a war to preserve democracy,’ or ‘a war to end all wars’ were afterthoughts—rhetorical incitements to our war spirit. We will not fall for this form of incitement so readily again…. We must keep out of this war…. We must keep out. It finds expression in the columns of the newspapers, on the air, and from the rostrum. This cry knows no partisanship.”39

In his testimony before the Senate Committee on July 10, 1940, when ratification of his appointment as Secretary of the Navy in President Roosevelt's Administration was under consideration, Mr. Knox had declared that he “would not favor sending any of our boys to Europe under any circumstances in the present crisis.” Mr. Knox added that “my position has consistently been from the first that we ought to aid them [Great Britain and her allies] in a moral and economic way, never in manpower.” Asked whether, if the moral and economic way was not sufficient for them to win, he “would feel that we should go the rest of the way,” Mr. Knox had said simply, “No.” The questioner had repeated: “You do not?” Mr. Knox had again replied: “No.”40

When on January 31, 1941, Mr. Knox, as Secretary of the Navy came before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations to support the Lend-Lease Bill, he testified that his mind had not changed with respect to keeping “our sons out of the European war.” He said that we should have to fight in case the vital interests of the United States were at stake, but that “this I conceive to be the only way that we can preserve ourselves from that necessity—to help Britain. That is the only way that I can see to save our boys from going to war.”41

Although Secretary Morgenthau declined to comment on the proposition that it might be necessary to go beyond financial and material aid to Great Britain, he stated at one point in the Senate hearings: “My chief interest in this bill is to gain us time to get ready so that we will be strong enough so that nobody would dare jump on us. The best way I know to gain time is to keep England fighting. Now, I am interested in our own security, first, last, and foremost.” At another point in the Senate hearings, this colloquy occurred:


SENATOR JOHNSON OF CALIFORNIA. Now there is just one thing that I want, and that is to keep this country out of war.

SECRETARY MORGENTHAU. You and me both.

SENATOR JOHNSON…. Do you, too?

SECRETARY MORGENTHAU. Most fervently.

SENATOR JOHNSON…. Well, I will shake hands across the table, because there are a great many people in this audience and in this city and in this country at present who want nothing better than to stick us into some war and with all of its bloody consequences.

SECRETARY MORGENTHAU. No; it is my most fervent prayer that we stay at peace.

SENATOR JOHNSON…. Well, we will play ball together.42



None of the Administration's officials who spoke for the Lend-Lease Bill at the committee hearings of the House or Senate and none of the private citizens who favored it took the position that the bill was intended to be an act of war or a deliberate step on the road to war. A few supporting speakers at the hearings admitted that actions under it might eventuate in war or that, if it proved to be insufficient to save Great Britain, war might follow. But as against opponents of the bill who repeatedly called it an act of war or an act leading to war, advocates of the measure usually went on record to the contrary. To summarize hundreds of passages in a single formula justified by the expressions used, the Administration's case for the bill was this: It is a law that will provide additional security for the United States and keep the country out of war or at all events it is the best hope of security and noninvolvement for the United States.

It is impossible to discover by a minute examination of the questions they asked and the statements they made during the hearings just what the majority of the Democratic Senators who supported the Lend-Lease Bill actually thought of its nature or of the consequences that would flow from the actions taken by President Roosevelt in carrying out the powers granted to him. Did they regard it as primarily a peace measure? Did they think that the risks of war, which some of them admitted, were so slight as to be negligible?

In respect of such questions some of the Democratic Senators openly expressed definite opinions. For example, Senator Walter George, chairman of the Senate Committee, used precise language when he said to General Robert Wood, National Chairman of the America First Committee: “I can assure you that I no more want to see this country in war than you do, and I agree with your statement that the vast majority of our people do not want to go to war, and so long as they keep that state of mind we will not go to war.”43

On the other hand, it is not clear just what conception of the business in hand Senator Alben Barkley had in mind, for instance, when he questioned Dr. James B. Conant, president of Harvard University, who had earlier declared that “this is in essence a religious war—a war to my mind between good and evil.” When his turn came to examine the witness, Senator Barkley asked:


Dr. Conant, while it is true so far as I am able to recall historically there has never been precisely the same situation existing in the world during any war or at the conclusion of any war which now exists in Europe and throughout the world, looking at the matter from a historical standpoint, do you recall any incident or any occasion in history when there has been a just negotiated peace as a result of overwhelming conquest by either side in a war having conquest or any other particular purpose as its basis?



Evidently somewhat puzzled by the Senator's inquiry, Dr. Conant replied:


I think those words are very difficult to define, Senator, and my knowledge of history is by no means competent to handle that in the broad range of affairs. But I have the distinct impression that if you and I had been living, let us say, in England, in the eighteen hundreds, the defeat of Napoleon, while I do not think it is of the order of magnitude as the present struggle, would have eventuated in a much better peace, from the point of view of England and [than] the success of Napoleon.



Pursuing this line, Senator Barkley then inquired whether Germany had not imposed peace on France in 1871 and whether that did not usually happen when there was a onesided victory in war. Dr. Conant replied in the affirmative and Senator Barkley thereupon closed the colloquy.44

Opponents of the Lend-Lease Bill who appeared before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations likewise duplicated the general argument against the proposal that had been advanced before the House Committee. Their case may be concisely stated as follows: This is a war measure; it will confer upon the President practically unlimited power to wage undeclared wars wherever and whenever he chooses; it will inevitably lead the country into another world war on a larger scale; and the consequences to the United States of such a war will be frightful to contemplate at the end of the conflict.

THE LEND-LEASE BILL EXPOUNDED IN CONGRESS AS A MEASURE FOR DEFENSE AND PEACE

DURING the debates in the House of Representatives and the Senate, supporters of the Lend-Lease Bill repeatedly based their case on the ground that it was a measure calculated to provide defense and peace for the United States. Several speakers admitted that there were risks of war in such action; and the proposition was given many turns and qualifications; but the following extracts from the debates on the bill at various stages indicate the general nature of the argument on this side.

Representative John W. McCormack, Democrat of Massachusetts:


The present bill is a peace measure for our people. It is based on the necessity for our own self-defense, and our country has a right—and it is our duty to do so when danger exists—to provide for our self-defense, international law to the contrary notwithstanding. The real warmongers are those who oppose action, and in their blind opposition are attempting to divide our people. This is no time for division. This is the time for unity. Division at this time will result in harm. It might result in destruction….

Suppose, in the papers of tomorrow or later on, the people of America should read of the defeat of Britain, what do you suppose will be their feeling? Will it be one of calmness, of safety and security, or will it be one of alarm, one with the feeling of fear, or impending danger? Would not their feelings be properly summed up in the words “we are next?” That is the reason why this is a defense measure and a peace measure so that “we will not be next.”

It is amazing to me how many people think in terms of keeping our country out of war. Every one of us by nature and at heart is a pacifist. I do not want to resort to violence…. We do not want trouble. We do not want war. Our inclination is to run away, to do everything we can to avert it. But sometimes the law of self-preservation stares us in the face as individuals and the same law of preservation at times stares a nation in the face. In the face of a greater danger—destruction in all probability—we are compelled then to react in a contrary direction to what our natural instincts prompt us to do. That is why there are two aspects involved, one of which is to keep our country out of war—that is the easiest thing we have to do. All we have to do is nothing, but if we do nothing, does your judgment tell you that we are keeping war from our shores later? In order to keep our country out of war, as I see it, in the face of the imminent danger that confronts us, to prevent that danger from becoming actual we have to take affirmative steps of some kind to prevent the war later coming to our shores.

The purpose of the pending bill is to keep our country out of war, and to keep war from coming to our shores later on.
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