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‌‌‌‌Introduction

“Go On the Air”

Franklin Roosevelt was worried.

Despite the growing sense in the summer of 1939 that Europe was careening toward another cataclysmic war, the American people seemed to think that this time—unlike the last time—America could remain true to its neutral traditions and avoid any involvement in the war that might come. The country had learned its lesson and made changes to the law that would ensure no repeat of the mistakes of 1917. FDR knew better.

The world had breathed a sigh of relief in the fall of 1938 when the Munich Conference ended in an agreement rather than war. FDR was not convinced that it achieved, as British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain infamously proclaimed, “peace in our time.” When FDR addressed Congress on January 4, 1939, he warned that America’s existing neutrality legislation “may actually give aid to an aggressor and deny it to the victim.”1 These were not the words of a leader who thought that the danger of aggression and war had vanished. Then weeks passed without Congress acting.

After the collapse of the Munich agreement, in which so many had placed so much hope, Adolf Hitler’s ambitions lay bare for all to see. In March 1939, he took what remained of Czechoslovakia, and as soon as had he pocketed that theft, he started coveting Poland’s corridor to the sea. The president urged revision of the neutrality law. His supporters in Congress proposed specific changes. Still, nothing happened. Hearings were held, witnesses called, positions debated; weeks became months, but no consensus for change emerged. As Robert Divine observes, “Though nearly everyone agreed on the imminence of war abroad, there was no clear support for any single policy that would keep the United States out of danger.”2 Not even the president’s decision in May 1939 to advocate openly the repeal of the arms embargo on belligerents broke the stalemate in Congress. In June, a protracted debate in the House resulted in a bill that failed to achieve his objectives. He turned to the Senate, only to find during a decisive July 18 meeting with the leadership of both parties that he did not have the votes there either. As was often the case during his second term, FDR’s political magic seemed to have deserted him.

In that moment of despair, he received a note from his old law partner and friend, Harry Hooker. On July 17, Hooker told the president’s secretary Missy LeHand that he had met with Columbia University president Nicholas Murray Butler, who had offered to help on the issue: “If you can think of anything specific that would be useful that he can do and will let me know what it is I will undertake to get him, if possible, to do it.”3 On July 20, FDR instructed LeHand to tell Hooker that he needed Butler to use the radio to urge repeal of the embargo. “Tell Harry on Saturday when he comes to Hyde Park to get Dr. Butler to go on the air.”4 FDR knew Butler was, if anything, even more forthrightly opposed to the arms embargo than he himself was. As Butler put it in a letter to the president, “I have tried to make plain how stupid and how unreasonable is the attitude of the isolationists and how directly it runs contrary to our highest national interests.”5 Ultimately, Hooker’s efforts to get Butler on the radio came to naught, but the incident is revealing.6 When stymied politically in Congress, Roosevelt’s instinct was to use the radio to reach the people.

Significantly, FDR did not go on the radio himself in the summer of 1939—despite the urgency of the issue. It is a common misconception that FDR routinely resorted to fireside chats to shape public opinion and change political dynamics. In fact, he used that specific device far more sparingly than most people realize. In the little over 12 years of his presidency, FDR gave only 30 such radio talks, for an average of 2.5 a year. He understood the power such talks could have, but he was just as aware that resorting to the device too frequently would be counterproductive and diminish its political power. The files of his press secretary, Stephen Early, are stuffed with people requesting—even demanding—that the president give a fireside chat on this or that issue. But Early and Roosevelt well knew that there was such a thing as overdoing it.

The key was not to go to that particular well every time the president faced a political impasse, but to use it wisely and judiciously at just the right moment when it could be decisive. That judgment, however, did not mean abandoning radio as an instrument of political persuasion and pressure if the moment was not suitable for a fireside chat. Far from it: it meant being more creative about using radio. It meant (among other things) using the president’s power to convince others to do that work for him while he preserved his own personal political capital for the most pivotal moments.

The otherwise insignificant attempt by Harry Hooker to get Nicholas Murray Butler on the radio illustrates that mindset in action. After over six months of painstaking lobbying of Congress on a matter he sincerely believed was of overwhelming importance not just to the United States but to the world, the president found himself stymied. When he received an offer of help from an old friend, his mind immediately turned to radio: “go on the air.” This would also be FDR’s instinctive approach when his worst fears were realized and the war in Europe began in September. Throughout the fall of 1939, FDR worked to use radio to shape public opinion and bring pressure to bear on Congress. Of course, he did so formally in his role as president. Perhaps even more importantly, the informal, behind-the-scenes efforts by Roosevelt, his lieutenants, and interventionist supporters to present the administration’s case on radio set the stage for much of what would come later, as the Great Debate flowered in 1940 and 1941. The radio became the single most important tool for advocates on both sides of the neutrality debate and in many ways shaped how that debate proceeded. In turn, the debate reshaped radio as a political instrument.


Radio and the Great Debate

The Great Debate over whether, or to what extent, the United States should become involved in the Second World War in Europe is well-trod historical ground.7 For over two years, Americans engaged in substantial—even heated—exchanges over the role the U.S. should play, not only in that specific conflict, but in the world in general. As many historians have long taken for granted, it is no exaggeration to say that debate would shape U.S. foreign policy for at least the next 75 years. Similarly, radio historians have done much work on the rise of radio as a truly national medium, as well as its impact on American culture and politics.8

This work addresses the intersection of these two important aspects of Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency: the rise of radio as a political tool and the rise to world leadership of the United States. Neither topic has been neglected by historians, but no previous work has combined the two the way reality itself did during the Great Debate. The twenty-seven months Americans spent debating the question of neutrality both put the country on the path to unprecedented American participation in world affairs and fundamentally changed the way American political actors used radio. The way this debate evolved reveals much about both the potential and limitations of radio as a political tool.

While historians have written much about the debate itself, what has not been as well appreciated is the role that radio played in that debate and the role that the debate played in the emergence of radio as a medium for shaping and mobilizing public opinion.9 As early as 1932, it was becoming conventional wisdom that “the control of radio means increasingly the control of public opinion.”10 John Dewey said in a radio talk in 1934 that “radio is the most powerful instrument of social education the world has ever seen.”11 That the mass medium of radio created a mass culture in the United States and therefore a mass electorate is not at all controversial.12 Nonetheless, historians have devoted relatively little attention to how the most important political and diplomatic debate in American history played out in that mass medium. Unlike previous debates on American foreign policy, this one took place primarily over the airwaves. That radio would change foreign policy discussions was clear long before the Great Debate. In 1922, one observer noted that national radio might have changed the League of Nations debate. President Woodrow Wilson would not have needed to barnstorm the country—he could have spoken over the radio. “Senators Lodge and Borah and other Republicans opposed to the League could have delivered their words directly into the ears of the same country-wide audience.” The advantage was obvious: “the citizens . . . would have had the facts and opinions of each side direct from the mouths of the leaders.”13 This is exactly what happened in the Great Debate.

As early as April 1929, Herbert Hoover had said: “Radio . . . is revolutionizing the political debates that underlie political action under our principles of government . . . [It] physically makes us literally one people upon all occasions of general public interest.”14 That had never been truer than it was after the German invasion of Poland. By 1939, with virtually the entire country covered by the four major radio networks and most Americans owning radios, that statement was far more accurate than it was when Hoover originally said it: “By 1937, 74% of America’s households owned at least one radio set, and radio listening occupied on average more than 4.5 hours per day.”15 In addition, by 1940, “more families had radios than had cars, telephones, electricity, or plumbing.”16

It is not that the Great Debate was the first major political debate to take place on the radio. Far from it. Presidential campaigns and political discussions in general increasingly were radio matters. The Great Debate stands out not only because of the gravity and historical significance of the issues under discussion, but due to another, underappreciated factor: its length. In an age when an event as important as a presidential campaign went on for only a matter of a few months, this debate extended over more than two years. No other political topic had ever commanded the attention of the American radio audience so consistently and for so long. The Great Debate was not just a radio debate—though it was that. It was both the most important and the longest-running debate radio had ever conducted.

Due to its coinciding with the rise of a truly national mass medium with a national mass audience, the Great Debate was an extended national discussion, with arguments directed to the American public as a whole. When speaking over the national networks, there was no place for political appeals primarily to state or regional interests. As one observer put it in 1932, “no longer can one song be sung in the West while another is sung in the East.”17 The entertainment programming of the national networks created a national audience not just for popular culture, but for politics. “Radio also transformed the content, audience, and delivery of political messages . . . radio created a national audience” for politics.18 During this debate, Hadley Cantril observed that “local differences have been minimized by increased literacy, the expanding press and wire services and above all by radio.”19 The Great Debate not only addressed a national political audience; the urgency of the stakes involved in this ongoing discussion of America’s role in the world spurred remarkable innovation in the use of radio as a political tool.

Diplomatic and political historians have chronicled the debate between the interventionists and anti-interventionists; radio historians have traced the evolution of the emerging medium in the 1920s, ‘30s, and ‘40s. There has been little interaction between the two groups, and the histories of both developments have suffered as a result. Accounts of the foreign policy debate rarely if ever draw attention to the primacy of radio. As James Schneider notes in his book on the World War II debate, radio is a “largely unexplored” part of the story. “This shortcoming is serious because by 1940 radio had become the principal news source for most Americans.”20 If anything, the literature tends to take radio for granted, as if the shift from foreign policy debates dominated by elites writing in newspapers, magazines, and journals to ones carried out over nationwide radio broadcasts was an insignificant detail. As a result, few political and diplomatic historians have paid significant attention to the impact radio had on the debate. Similarly, radio historians have paid relatively little attention to the significant substance of this debate and how it changed political discussion on radio, focusing instead on other aspects of programming—particularly entertainment—that had greater popular appeal and cultural impact.

In reality, the two developments were inextricably intertwined. From the start, the Great Debate took place on the radio. Speakers invariably answered the arguments most recently made on air by their opponents on the other side. Advocacy groups prioritized finding good speakers to put on the air and competed for airtime. They strove not just to find more compelling speakers, but to find new, innovative, and popular ways to reach their audiences. When speaking over the networks, they knew that they had to make arguments that would have broad appeal, cutting across regional and class lines. When possible, they borrowed techniques from the far more popular entertainment programs listeners were accustomed to hearing. This was not the same kind of debate that preceded the War of 1812, or the Spanish-American War, or even World War I.

Radio thereby transformed not only the nature of foreign policy debate in the U.S. but that of political debate in general. The discourse might still have been dominated by traditional elites (especially politicians, diplomats, and military figures), but the audience was quite literally anyone with access to a radio, and that meant nearly everyone. As the debate went on, the dominance of those foreign policy elites would diminish, as others—labor leaders, religious figures, celebrities, and even sometimes average Americans—had their say on the radio, too.

In turn, the Great Debate transformed the way radio functioned in the American political system. Previous histories of the Great Debate and histories of radio in the late 1930s and early 1940s almost entirely overlook important developments that emerged from this debate. For example, Kathleen Hall Jamieson, in her important and influential work Packaging the Presidency, argues: “Although radio precipitated some important changes in political communication, during its early years it served in many respects as a powerful conserver of campaign forms of the past.”21 That may be true of the relatively brief presidential campaigns up to and including 1940 (they lasted less than 4 months), but the unusually long debate over American neutrality had the opposite effect. Some of the innovations Jamieson attributes to later political campaigns (such as the use of the “personal testimony” of common people, “skillful use of music,” and Hollywood celebrity endorsements) in fact all originated during the Great Debate.22 As this work shows, the extended nature of the Great Debate created immense pressures to find new ways of attracting an audience that otherwise threatened to become inured to the standard tropes of political communication.



Great Debate Historiography

The early historiography of American involvement in World War II was marked by a lack of distance from the divisive debate during the period September 1939–December 1941. As has been noted by others, the historiographical debate seemed to cover the same ground as the debate on intervention itself, with the anti-interventionists, having lost the earlier political battle, refighting it historically, arguing that FDR took advantage of the nation’s focus on Europe and unnecessarily provoked the Japanese attack on Hawaii as a “back door to war.” Interventionists argued that Pearl Harbor had thoroughly discredited the anti-interventionist view and vindicated those who had argued for American involvement.

Wayne Cole, the first prominent historian of the anti-interventionists, reviewed the literature on American entry into the war in a 1957 article and saw the historiographical debate as mostly a “direct extension of the pre–Pearl Harbor debate between interventionists and non-interventionists.” That was due in part, he argued, to the fact that most of the participants “were directly involved” in the pre-war debate.23 As a consequence, Cole predicted that contemporary events would likely continue to influence historical interpretations. He was right. Historical accounts mostly reflected the cold war consensus of the late 1940s and 1950s that American world leadership was inevitable and necessary.

The pre-war debate over America’s role in the war resumed, now as history rather than politics. Part of the problem is that the debate was arguably unfinished. There were really two questions at issue in the Great Debate, not one. The first was: should the U.S “intervene” in the war by providing assistance to Great Britain, and if so, how far should that aid go? There was also a larger question behind that specific question: was the traditional American posture of non-intervention outside the western hemisphere (particularly in European affairs) still a viable foreign policy strategy, or had the world changed in such fundamental ways that that approach was hopelessly outdated? Pearl Harbor set off a series of events that ended the first debate. The radio debate, however, never produced a clear consensus on the larger issue. Between September 1939 and December 1941, the debate over the airwaves engaged both questions and often conflated them. Pearl Harbor did not so much settle the debate as displace it. It created an American sense of military vulnerability, but no agreement on the causes of that vulnerability. Was it, as the interventionists claimed, an inevitable product of a shrinking world, or was it a result, as the anti-interventionists argued, of FDR’s lack of true neutrality, which unnecessarily led the U.S. to war?

Thus, the historiography was influenced by the simple fact that the neutrality debate, as long as it was, did not by itself organically produce a political consensus on that important, larger question. While the trend was clearly moving toward increasing American involvement in the war to prevent an Axis victory, there was, as of December 7, 1941, no clear consensus in favor of the U.S. becoming a belligerent. Pearl Harbor created a consensus for war where there had been none; it left no room for further debate on that specific question. It therefore made sense that, once the war itself was over, the participants would return to that unfinished argument. Much of the subsequent historiographical debate in the later 1940s and early 1950s echoed the earlier lack of agreement. In politics, that debate was largely stifled when the Truman Doctrine speech portrayed containment of the Soviet Union as the natural continuation of the war effort. The cold war initially served in the minds of many to validate the arguments of the interventionists and further discredit the anti-interventionists. When some Americans began to question the wisdom of the cold war consensus, however, they looked back to the anti-interventionists for inspiration and validation. And the debate raged on.

The trials of Vietnam predictably led to a reevaluation of the roots of American internationalism, and some historians traced the origins of Vietnam back to the arguments of American interventionists before World War II. Many critics of Vietnam (though often men and women of the left) began to find unexpected wisdom in the words of conservatives like Sen. Robert Taft (R-OH) and Charles A. Lindbergh. The nightmare the anti-interventionists had envisioned in 1940–1941, of U.S. soldiers fighting wars far from American shores with no clear national interest at stake, seemed to be coming to pass in southeast Asia. But even this new respect for the anti-interventionists originated not in the arguments they made at the time, or the superiority of those arguments over those of their opponents, but in the usefulness of those arguments for critiquing the current policies of the Johnson and then Nixon administrations. The substance of the exchange of ideas in the Great Debate itself received little new attention. The difference was the new respect for one side of it.

The historiography of the Great Debate in general reflects that lack of interest in the nearly daily give-and-take Americans heard over their radios. It consists of numerous works on specific individuals,24 or on the organizations that pushed one perspective or the other.25 But there is little work that examines the debate as it happened. The most intensive study of both sides in the debate is James C. Schneider’s Should America Go to War? The Debate over Policy in Chicago, 1939–1941. “Public involvement was both extensive and intensive,” Schneider argues.26 While his work digs deep into the records of the contesting organizations and newspapers in Chicago, he at times is so interested in the “who” and “how” of the debate that he does not have much to say about the substance of arguments of the debate or how they evolved over the course of the debate.

Most of the historiography has revolved around the basic question of which side was “right.” This work looks to focus instead on the manner in which the debate proceeded. Since the debate was so loaded with significance, it was difficult for contemporary participants—and has continued to be difficult for historians—to examine the give-and-take, the back and forth among the participants in the debate. To use a sports analogy, it is more difficult to assess the quality of a game when one has a vested interest in the outcome. It matters less whether the game is well-played than if one’s team wins. All of the contemporary participants had an intense interest in the outcome, as have many subsequent historians.

This work instead examines how the debate was conducted; which issues rose to (and fell from) prominence; and, ultimately, what this unusually extended and public debate itself tells us about Americans and how they viewed their country, its role in the war, and its place in the world. But it was not just the arguments themselves that mattered—also crucial to understanding the neutrality controversy is an appreciation of the significance of exactly how this debate was conducted: on the radio.

This radio debate, particularly when supplemented by opinion poll data, is the most accurate reflection of mass opinion on the Great Debate available to the historian. As Justus Doenecke observes: “Far too often historians confuse newspaper and magazine editorials with mass opinion.”27 The problem for historians has been finding alternatives to those sources. Prior to the era of mass media, they were all there was and the conclusions one could draw from them were inherently limited. One could fairly argue political speeches published in the New York Times or articles in opinion journals like The New Republic or magazines like the Atlantic were representative of elite opinion both by virtue of the people doing the speaking and the people doing the reading. In contrast, speeches that were broadcast on the national radio networks were explicitly not designed for elite opinion. Literally anyone with access to a radio, virtually anywhere in the country, could be listening. These appeals were designed for and delivered to a national mass audience. While that in and of itself does not tell us exactly how that mass audience received the material, it does tell us what the speakers thought the general public would find compelling. In an age in which public opinion polls were increasingly common, speakers had access to an unprecedented amount of data about the predispositions of the listening audience and could use those data to shape the specific arguments they made. When examining the entire course of the two plus years of this debate on the radio, it becomes possible to see which arguments had staying power, which arguments faded, which were overwhelmed by events, which were not. This is as good as any historian is likely to get when it comes to tracking what the mass American public was thinking on these issues.

When reading (or, when possible, actually listening to) the most prominent speeches, it becomes impossible to ignore the fact that the speakers on the radio were certainly listening to each other, and while they did not always answer each other by name, they clearly responded to the arguments the other side was making on the radio. While this debate, like all those before it, was of course taking place everywhere—in homes, in workplaces, in public spaces—its greatest and fullest expression came through the increasingly omnipresent medium of radio.

It is that aspect of the Great Debate that has been missing from previous works of history. While there were inevitably demagogic moments on both sides (and arguably it grew more demagogic the longer it went on), the debate as it was carried on over the airwaves was more substantive than not. At the same time, the debate was never purely academic. It often revolved around specific policy proposals. It took place during some of the most dramatic years in history, and ever-changing events inevitably intruded on and affected that debate. The immediacy of radio facilitated and reflected its constant evolution. Those events kept the debate going, shaped it, and eventually ended it. That debate, in all its complexity, is one of the things that this work seeks to revive and re-examine. For over two years, the American people had a rare opportunity to ask fundamental questions about basic questions of national interest and global security, and they largely seized it. Whether they definitively answered those questions is another matter.



Radio History and Political Debate

One of the pressing questions of early radio history concerns the impact of the rise of commercial advertising as the means of financing the industry. As Susan Smulyan demonstrates, it was not inevitable that commercial broadcasting would triumph over other possible models, and that it did had important implications for politics on the air.28 The development of what became known as the “American system” of privately owned stations and networks reliant on advertising had an effect on political debate on the radio. What exactly that effect would be was not at all clear in the early days. Radio visionaries had hoped the new medium would usher in a golden age of civic understanding and activity, but worried that commercialism would stunt radio’s potential as a boon to democratic governance. With advertisers ascendant, would there be any room for radio truly to serve the public interest? Robert McChesney’s study examining how the industry fought off reform efforts in the early 1930s shows that there was meaningful early interest in reserving “a significant portion of the ether . . . for noncommercial and nonprofit utilization.” That effort to ensure public interest content that could not be crowded out by advertising went down to defeat with the passage of the Communications Act of 1934, leaving the commercialized “American system” ascendant.29 Industry fear of reform did not disappear overnight, however. It would haunt radio executives throughout the Great Debate and shape the industry’s actions.

Douglas Craig analyzes the impact of radio on the development of American political culture in the two decades prior to the Great Debate. As he correctly points out, the “triumph” of commercialism “was not complete,” and “commercial broadcasters remained very nervous about the possibility of tighter regulation.”30 They had not only to “appease lawmakers and regulators, but also to cloak themselves in the rhetoric of public service to blunt the attacks” of reformers.31 The Great Debate presented the largest challenge to radio’s ability to pull off that trick. It exposed more than anything had previously done the complications of conducting serious political discourse in a commercialized system of radio. Stations and networks were becoming ever more focused on maximizing profits and minimizing the free airtime devoted to serving the public interest by airing political debate, but this debate simply could not be ignored. It was far too important. Just as radio was trying to show it could regulate itself (the premise behind the Communications Act), the confluence of the debate over the war and the election of 1940 created unprecedented demands for airtime for political discourse. What Craig calls “radio exceptionalism—the belief that radio was a very different medium . . . and one possessed of a special destiny” was put to the test as never before.32 A central component of “radio’s destiny” was to be a “bringer of civic improvement” by making the airwaves “available to those engaged in . . . political service.”33 The Great Debate required that radio do so on a scale and at a length that no political campaign or controversial issue had ever approached.

Craig ends his study in 1940, due to his “belief that the onset of World War II radically altered both the political culture of the United States and radio’s role within it.”34 That is undoubtedly true, but Craig sees the change coming from the impact of “total war” while the U.S. was an active belligerent and not the debate over American entry that preceded the nation’s total war efforts. As such, he leaves unexamined the debate itself. This study shows that the Great Debate exposed many of the issues inherent in the commercialization of radio. As Craig observes, “major broadcasters, anxious to maximize their audiences, had no interest in alienating them or their regulators by allowing ‘controversial’ programming.”35 With this controversial issue, however, they had no choice. The ways political actors and radio executives navigated the resulting issues began changing politics on the radio even before the country went on a total war footing after Pearl Harbor.

To the limited extent that historians have examined the role of radio in the Great Debate, like the diplomatic historians, their scholarship has often echoed the arguments of the participants themselves. Unlike that other historiography, however, in radio history the heirs of anti-interventionists have largely had the field to themselves. The work of two authors, David Culbert and Richard Steele, has dominated the literature on radio’s role in the Great Debate.36 Both, to a greater or lesser degree, adopt the perspective of the anti-interventionist participants in the debate. They essentially argue that radio as an industry was biased against the anti-interventionist perspective and carried the administration’s water, serving the cause of the interventionists. Both assert that fear of the Roosevelt administration cowed the radio industry into adopting policies and practices that made radio an effective mouthpiece for FDR’s foreign policy. As the only two authors who have addressed the subject directly through primary source research, their views have had great influence on historians of radio who write in more general terms about politics and the radio during these crucial years.

While both historians make some worthwhile contributions, this work demonstrates that both Culbert and Steele come to conclusions that simply do not hold up under sustained scrutiny. Culbert examines the role of radio commentators. He asserts that while the Roosevelt “administration and sponsor pressures brought about . . . [a] certain muting of opinion” about the war on air, radio commentators were nonetheless relentlessly interventionist.37 As a result, he concludes that radio as a medium was interventionist. He states that prior to “Pearl Harbor, radio supported demands for an interventionist foreign policy in every possible way.”38 As detailed in this work, Culbert’s view corresponds perfectly with the America First critique of radio in 1941 but differs significantly from the historical reality.39

Steele claims that FDR was “intolerant [and] conspiratorial” toward his critics and that he “deliberately sought, with the collaboration of the mass media . . . to stifle national debate.”40 Steele goes even further. He asserts that there was an “almost total blackout of the noninterventionist perspective” in the media.41 Steele states that it “takes not only two sides but also an adequate forum to hold a debate of value to the nation,” and makes the claim that “there was no such debate on the issue of United States intervention in the European war.”42 This is simply not true. As this work shows, anti-interventionists had plentiful access to the national radio networks, both in free airtime for speeches and on debate programs. The anti-interventionists directly reached potentially tens of millions of listeners on a consistent basis throughout the entire course of the debate. To say that there was an “almost total blackout” on their views and that “there was no such debate on the issue of United States intervention” is patently false.43

Nonetheless, subsequent radio historians have accepted the Culbert and Steele arguments as definitive due to the lack of any corrective scholarly response to their flawed accounts.44 The result has been a widespread acceptance in radio histories that the Roosevelt administration effectively intimidated the radio industry into silencing the anti-interventionist perspective and acted as a propaganda tool of the White House. This work argues that this simplistic interpretation has created a widely accepted but largely false narrative of the story of the Great Debate on the radio. The reality is both more interesting and more complex. The true story of the many ways all of the relevant players sought to use radio to advance their views is far more compelling than the distorted, one-dimensional account Culbert and Steele conjure.



The Problem of “Propaganda”

This work challenges not just the arguments of Culbert and Steele, but also the basic premises upon which they rest. When the war in Europe began, virtually everyone engaged in the radio debate shared a common assumption: that radio could be a decisive factor in this all-important public discussion. They took for granted that the quality and quantity of radio exposure for their point of view could change minds. Radio could affect public opinion, and public opinion could affect the actions of the legislative and executive branches of government. Culbert and Steele assert that radio prepared the American public to intervene in the war, that it was a tool used by the Roosevelt administration to achieve that end result, and that it was, for all intents and purposes, an instrument of “propaganda.”

Between the First and the Second World Wars, few technological developments were more significant than the advent of radio. In the years immediately prior to the outbreak of war in Europe in 1939, the potential power of radio as a tool of mass persuasion—or even mass illusion—was apparent to anyone paying attention. All of the belligerents in the last war used the insights of modern psychology to try to form—or shape—or manipulate—public opinion. They would undoubtedly do so in the next one, only this time armed with the power of radio.

For Americans, the First World War was their frame of reference, and they were acutely aware of the potential impact of propaganda due to its prominent role in that earlier conflict. Before and during the Second World War, belligerents used radio extensively as a propaganda tool. During the Great Debate, both sides (but especially the anti-interventionists) accused the other of engaging in “propaganda.” Thus, any study of radio and public opinion in the U.S. debate over World War II inevitably must grapple with that term.

Writing on the eve of the war in 1938, Hadley Cantril defined propaganda as the “expression of opinion or action by individuals or groups deliberately designed to influence opinions or actions of other individuals or groups with reference to predetermined ends.”45 As Nicholas Cull says in his study of British propaganda efforts in the U.S. during this period, “established practice among scholars of mass persuasion” is not to use “propaganda” in a pejorative sense, “but as a specific term to describe the act of mass persuasion.”46 While this may make sense for scholarly analysis of those engaged in such efforts, it is not particularly useful when examining the contemporary popular use of the term, since the people deploying it generally did mean it in a pejorative sense. Their own efforts of persuasion, they held, were logical, factual, and honest, while the “propaganda” of their opponents was not. This dual meaning opens the door to potential confusion.

Culbert does not deploy the word “propaganda,” but he does argue that “radio news was not objective” and that radio “commentators played a major role in creating a climate of opinion favorable to an interventionist foreign policy.”47 In other words, they used it deliberately for purposes of mass persuasion. His conclusion goes even further, asserting that “radio supported demands for an interventionist foreign policy in every possible way.”48 It is a fairly short step from that characterization to plainly stating that radio was a propaganda tool of the Roosevelt administration. That is Steele’s explicit argument. He portrays FDR as a natural propagandist: “Propaganda—that is, the more or less systematic effort to shape mass attitudes on controversial issues—was not something that had to be sold to FDR or imposed on him by wily or cynical media advisors.”49 Steele uses the word “propaganda” in his book’s title to characterize FDR’s approach to all media. Even while labeling as “propaganda” FDR’s political attempts to manage media, Steele concedes that the administration’s efforts were nothing like those commonly associated with Nazi Germany.50 His use of the word “propaganda” to describe those efforts may be consistent with the scholarly practice Cull notes, but it also inevitably evokes the pejorative meaning most readers associate with the term. The word is particularly tricky during the years of the Great Debate, due to the evolving understanding of the term.

Before the First World War, it was common for most people, not just scholars, to think of “propaganda” as a largely value-neutral term, simply meaning a conscious effort to shape opinion. During that war, every government engaged in it, and it came to mean an organized governmental effort to provide its citizens (and the larger world) a consistent narrative of events of the war from the perspective of that government. Initially, there was nothing inherently derogatory about the word. Over time, however, the word began to take on a more negative connotation, particularly because of the way propaganda had been practiced during the war. Wartime propaganda was not merely “spin” (to use the later political term) by which the propagandist sought to create the most favorable possible interpretation of the facts. It was sometimes outright disinformation, a narrative that either exaggerated the facts to such a degree that it created a false impression, or one that created its own facts and passed off lies as truth.

In the U.S., that evolution of the term coincided with the revisionist critique during the interwar years of American involvement in the Great War. Those Americans who saw the war as a mistake often focused on British propaganda as a (if not the) main culprit responsible for drawing in the U.S. At the start of the war, Britain severed the transatlantic cables to the Americas that it did not control, meaning that it had a great deal of influence over the information Americans received about the war. The British government set up a War Propaganda Bureau, and it decided what information those cables could carry.

According to the revisionist history of American involvement in the war that emerged in the 1920s, this was an important factor that explained U.S. entry into a war that, according to critics, did not serve American national interests. In 1939, the historian H. C. Peterson published Propaganda for War: The Campaign Against American Neutrality, 1914–1917. According to one reviewer, the book set out “to prove, or rather reinforce the common assertion, that British propaganda was primarily responsible for our entrance into the war.” Although the reviewer found the work lacking in “moderation and detachment,” his passing observation that the argument was a “common assertion” suggests the degree to which it had become conventional wisdom in the U.S. by 1939 that British propaganda was the villain that led the country astray in 1917.51

In November 1939, shortly after the invasion of Poland, Harry Elmer Barnes made a strong case for the influence of propaganda on the American decision to declare war and warned that the country should not be fooled again. In his 1926 book The Genesis of the World War, Barnes argued that a Franco-Russian plot against Germany (rather than German militarism) was the cause of the war, thus implicitly suggesting that the U.S. had backed the wrong side.52 In his 1939 article, he explained how that happened. He argued in part that it was because Woodrow Wilson was “profoundly moved by the British atrocity propaganda.” Wilson, he asserted, “came to believe” that Britain’s “propaganda lies must have a substantial basis in fact.”53 In addition to the president, Barnes also blamed American newspapers (in much the same way that anti-interventionists would later blame radio for American involvement in World War II). Some newspapers, Barnes wrote, “were deeply involved in Allied propaganda; some were heavily subsidized by the Allies; still others were bought outright by Allied interests.”54 The news media misled the American people, he argued, by repeating false propaganda.

While some Americans in 1939 still interpreted the word “propaganda” in a value-neutral way, it is clear that many—likely most—did not. It was not only a pejorative term that was synonymous with “lies.” It was one that explained how the U.S. had been deceived into war in 1917. Therefore, to describe FDR as a “propagandist” and radio as a tool of propaganda during the Great Debate as Steele does inevitably evokes this commonly held contemporary meaning. When Americans during the debate from September 1939 to December 1941 used the word, they almost always meant it in the most pejorative sense possible: distortion of the truth, if not outright, deliberate lies.

A scholarly study of the Great Debate has to recognize and incorporate into its analysis that contemporary public understanding of the word. By characterizing FDR’s use of radio as “propaganda” without clearly distinguishing that from how FDR’s contemporary critics used the word, Steele’s argument runs the risk of implicitly validating the overheated charges made by the anti-interventionists themselves during the Great Debate. Like many diplomatic historians, he appears to be refighting the contemporary political contest more than shedding historical light on it. This study rejects the idea that the radio debate consisted primarily of “propaganda” as Americans of that time understood the term and argues that scholarly use of that term to describe the radio efforts of either interventionist or anti-interventionist advocates does more to distort than illuminate the debate. It replicates partisan excesses rather than corrects them.

Like the post–World War I revisionists, Steele’s argument explains American involvement in World War II as the result of a “propaganda” effort, echoing the arguments of the anti-interventionists. If radio was the key factor influencing public opinion, and public opinion came to favor the interventionists, then it must be that radio too favored the interventionists, they reasoned. The archival record tells a different story. The two major national organizations, the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies (CDA) and the America First Committee (AFC), both believed that radio could be decisive when the debate began. They devoted significant resources to spreading their messages on the radio. If that were true, then one could expect the winner to credit radio and the loser to blame it. The anti-interventionists ultimately were the “losers” in the debate. They cried foul and claimed the radio industry was biased against them and was a vehicle for deceitful propaganda that defeated their superior argument. The interventionist “winners” asserted that the logic and reason of their case as presented to the public on the radio had naturally won the day.

This study of the actual debate—and especially the internal deliberations of the relevant organizations—reveals something rather different from what the partisans said in public and what historians have argued since. Toward the end, both sides privately began to see radio more as a tool to mobilize existing supporters than to convince and recruit new ones. They came to question radio’s ability to move public opinion. Was their use of radio really changing minds? Or were they merely preaching to the already converted? Did debates do more to confuse than convert the undecided? Increasingly—at least in their private discussions—they came to view radio less as an instrument to educate and enlighten the uninformed or convert the misinformed and more as a vehicle to mobilize and energize the already convinced.

Admitting publicly that their arguments presented over the radio changed few if any minds was not something that either side had any incentive to do. The interventionists, who in practical terms can be said to have “won” the debate, had every reason to assert that their superior arguments had won the day. The “losing” side, the anti-interventionists, had no desire to concede that the other side had gotten the better of the argument, or that their case had failed to win over the public for any good reason. Instead, they tended to scapegoat the medium itself, asserting that the playing field was tilted. With the game rigged against them, it was no wonder that their message did not prevail. It was never given a fair chance. In the final months of the debate in particular, the anti-interventionists made that argument as persistently and frequently as they did their substantive case against intervention. The anti-interventionist argument had not lost, they claimed. “Propaganda” had won.

While the anti-interventionist argument that radio was biased against them made no more headway with the public in 1941 than did their case against intervention, it did succeed in shaping the subsequent historical accounts of radio and the Great Debate. Their cries were heard and echoed by Culbert and Steele, who gave that partisan argument the imprimatur of history. Absent any other scholarly interpretation, their flawed perspective has been accepted and incorporated into radio history as established fact.

The argument of this study is not that radio was a perfectly neutral player in the Great Debate. It may well be that most radio executives and on-air personalities were privately interventionist in outlook. Given that most Americans in general were “interventionists,” that seems more likely than not. The point is that there was no pervasive bias at work in radio to produce an interventionist policy outcome. Radio was not a “propaganda” tool for one side in the debate. To an extraordinary extent, people who worked in radio went to great lengths to live up to the informal, ad hoc self-regulation that promised equal and fair treatment of controversial issues. That one side “won” the debate does not mean that the game itself was fixed. If one assumes that the anti-interventionists had the better argument, as they of course believed, it is natural that they looked elsewhere for an explanation for their failure to “win.” Radio bias provided them with an easy—and simplistic—answer. The historian has the responsibility to examine such claims critically. If the historian does not make that assumption—if one assumes for the sake of argument that both sides had good cases, and the record shows that both sides received roughly equal opportunities to present their respective cases—then other possible explanations emerge. Perhaps the course of events in the war itself made a greater impression on the American public than any argument they heard on the radio. Maybe radio was not in fact well-suited to changing minds, but rather to reinforcing the views people already held. When the war broke out, the overwhelming majority of Americans already wanted the Allies to win and the Nazis to lose. They did not need to be convinced by media.55 That basic fact, when combined with the increasingly dire outlook for that preferred outcome over the subsequent two years, makes the movement toward intervention seem less like the product of media manipulation by shadowy forces than an entirely understandable political evolution in light of the facts of public opinion and the war itself. Might that not be sufficient to explain the success of interventionism? Other explanations seem necessary only if one assumes that what was heard on the radio determined the outcome.

To argue that the Great Debate on the radio did not determine American policy is not to diminish its significance, but to clarify it. The substance of the debate itself on both sides reveals much worth knowing about American thinking about the war that was raging and the nation’s relationship to the rest of the world. The ways in which the debate proceeded on the radio reveal much about the development of that medium as a political tool. Fully appreciating those revelations, however, requires that historians break free from the mindsets of the partisans of the time, come to the Great Debate with fresh eyes, and see it with the perspective of the historian rather than that of the participants. That is what this work aims to do.
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Chapter 1

“A Democracy of the Air”

When war finally did return to Europe in September 1939, the question of revising the neutrality law returned with greater urgency. The weeks of debate that followed over FDR’s proposal to repeal the impartial arms embargo and allow for “cash and carry” sales to the Allies amount to the prologue to the larger story of the radio debate over U.S. involvement in World War II. Over and over again, partisans on every side of the debate would obey that basic command: “go on the air.” Though it was not immediately apparent, the rise of radio in the two decades since the last American debate over war fundamentally had changed how such policy debates would take place. It was easy in the fall of 1939 to think that the immediate controversy was distinct, defined, and limited in duration. Americans would debate, Congress would vote, and it would be over. Instead, it was only the start of a protracted and often bitter dispute that would last over two years.


Who Goes on the Air?

Of course, FDR had to address the nation—now that war had come, this undoubtedly was the right time for a fireside chat. FDR was keenly aware that one of the ways in which this war would be different from the last was the near ubiquity of radio: “You, the people of this country, are receiving news through your radios and your newspapers at every hour of the day.” The radio, he knew, would play an unprecedented role in how Americans received not only the news but also the interpretations and even propaganda of the war: “it is of the highest importance that the press and the radio use the utmost caution to discriminate between actual verified fact on the one hand, and mere rumor on the other.”1

Being as canny a political leader as he was, FDR also knew that radio would play a central role in the debate over the American role in that war. Now that the war was no longer hypothetical but actual, he moved swiftly to achieve the policy change—lifting the arms embargo—that had eluded him in the spring and summer. Once again, his instinct was to tell his allies to “go on the air.” His efforts to make that happen, and the response from the anti-interventionist opposition, would establish most of the contours of the debate that absorbed the public for the next 27 months.

In his September 3 speech, the president took his one shot at direct, personal radio advocacy, and out of necessity he confined it to stating the overarching policy of the nation. He did not use the occasion to urge revision of the Neutrality Act and lifting of the arms embargo. It was a moment for statesmanship, not politics. Having made the case for that change for the previous eight months, however, his position was well-known. In this historical moment, his role as president dictated that he focus on what united the American people: a desire to stay out of the war. He did, nonetheless, state clearly that staying at peace did not require indifference regarding the outcome: “I cannot ask that every American remain neutral in thought as well. Even a neutral has a right to take account of facts. Even a neutral cannot be asked to close his mind or close his conscience.”2 No one could have any doubt that the president’s conscience told him that an Allied victory was the desirable outcome, and that he would use his political skills to try to forge a neutrality policy that would serve that end. It would not be long before he overtly resuscitated his calls to revise the neutrality laws, but when he did, the burden of selling it to the public would need to be carried by others.

By the time FDR spoke to the nation on September 3, his anti-interventionist opponents had already beaten him to the airwaves by 48 hours, proving that they too would make good use of radio. On the very day the war began, September 1, former president Herbert Hoover spoke to the public over NBC and stated the anti-interventionist bottom line: “America must keep out of this war.”3 While urging support for the “President and Congress . . . in their every effort to keep us out,” he made it clear that the only role America should play—regardless of the course of the war—was to “preserve the vitality and strength of the United States for use in the period of peace which must sometime come.”4 Hoover did not in that first speech directly address FDR’s earlier call to repeal the arms embargo. When he said that the U.S. needed to “preserve [its] vitality and strength,” he certainly suggested that American arms should stay in American hands and not be sold to nations at war.

Hoover’s speech was an early sign that the former president would be a leading voice in opposition to American involvement in the war. Despite his drubbing by FDR in the 1932 campaign, Hoover had not ruled out a return to the presidency, and with his nemesis FDR expected to honor the two-term tradition established by Washington, Hoover was positioning himself potentially to once again be the Republican standard-bearer in 1940. He therefore tried to find a middle ground between maintenance and repeal of the embargo. He later proposed keeping the ban on offensive weapons such as “bombing airplanes, aerial bombs, large mobile guns, submarines, tanks, and poison gas.” The sale of defensive weapons, he hoped, would provide an “emotional outlet” to those Americans who sympathized with the Allies against the Nazis, while blunting more provocative sales that might lead to American belligerence.5

Within the first three days of the war, the American public heard from both the sitting and the former president over the radio. Both had walked a fine line, focusing on what united the American people, while also subtly hinting at what would soon divide them: lifting the arms embargo. Those two men had a claim on radio’s time that virtually no one else had. Turning over their facilities to Hoover and Roosevelt were easy calls for the networks to make. The more complicated question would be how to respond to the other demands on their time that were sure to follow.



“A Changing and Expanding Art”

If this was to be a radio debate, the networks—NBC Red, NBC Blue, CBS, and the Mutual Broadcasting System (MBS)—of course had the greatest control over the airwaves. The policies they adopted would have a tremendous influence over how that debate would be conducted in the weeks, and, as it turned out, years to come. As businesses, they were governed first and foremost by their own financial self-interest. A priority for them all was to avoid as much as possible government regulation, or even worse, takeover. That goal then necessitated a degree of self-regulation that would undermine arguments for government regulation or control. The essence of such self-regulation would be radio’s argument that its common policies ensured the industry would act “in the public interest,” and its by-word was “fairness.”

Within days of the start of the European war, all of the networks issued internal policy statements on war coverage. Both NBC and Mutual adopted language lifted directly from the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB) memorandum of European War Coverage, as adopted on September 7, 1939: “The safeguards of fairness and program balance now applied in the handling of speeches on controversial issues will continue to be applied and, in order to make this effective, every effort will be made to obtain the text of speeches before they are scheduled.”6 (That last point would be largely disregarded in practice, though stations generally received written scripts of talks before they were delivered, but not before they were scheduled.) What this meant in practice was that the networks would grant “sustaining” time to people who wished to speak on controversial issues, such as any change to American neutrality policy. The radio industry had a practice of dividing airtime into two categories: commercial and sustaining. The former, of course, was time sold to advertisers. The latter referred to time granted by the broadcaster for free as a public service. Radio stations—at least those that belonged to the association—had a self-imposed obligation to abide by the recently adopted NAB code and handle any issue designated “controversial” by the NAB on a sustaining rather than a commercial basis.7

Outside of nearly universally known figures such as Hoover and Roosevelt, which speakers would receive sustaining time? There was no formal process for determining who would speak on radio, or when, or how often. The networks took and evaluated requests for airtime on an ad hoc basis. CBS policy was to allow “public debate of this question, selecting as far as possible, speakers with varying points of view. . . . The amount of debate naturally will be gauged by the public interest in the current question, its importance and the imminence of action.”8 Ultimately, there were no specific, objective criteria. It was a matter of judgment by the network officials (or, for unaffiliated local stations, the owners or general managers) making the decisions.

When doing so, radio executives said, they were guided by their duty to act “in the public interest.” The 1939 NBC booklet “Broadcasting in the Public Interest” elaborated extensively on that concept: “Any use of radio transmission which causes the public to feel that the quality of the programs is not the highest, that the use of the radio is not the broadest and best use in the public interest, that it is used for political advantage or selfish power, will be detrimental to the public interest in radio.” NBC’s stated aspiration was to foster and maintain a “democracy of the air.”9 These concepts did little to give the phrase “in the public interest” an objective or specific meaning, but NBC did not shy away from recognizing that fact. Its standards had “grown out of the accumulated experience of NBC executives, staff, and advisers.”10 In short, those experienced radio officials were saying to the public, “trust us.” The alternative, they argued, was worse: “Because public customs and tastes are constantly subject to change, and because radio is a changing and expanding art, no set of broadcasting policies should be permanently frozen into a rigid formula. Such a formula might in time become a strait-jacket, injurious to radio and public alike.”11 These general standards addressed every aspect of radio broadcasting, and they clearly also applied to the question of distributing sustaining time.

On the particular question of radio’s role in debating political questions, there was at least one bedrock principle: “no station may exercise political partisanship.” This was no mere matter of policy, but of law: the Communications Act of 1934.12 While there was “no obligation” under the law “to allow the use of the station” for political purposes, there was an obligation to “afford equal opportunity.” What did that mean in practice?

[NBC] attempts at all times as nearly as possible to give equal representation to opposing sides of every controversial question which materially affects the life or welfare of any substantial group. If one side of such an issue is broadcast, this fact does not convey, as a matter of right, an opportunity for the opposing side or individual to be given equal opportunity to reply. But in permitting the first broadcast NBC has assumed an obligation to the public to present differing views so that the public may be fully informed on the subject.13


This clarification in fact clarifies little. It simply says that the network would use its judgment. It would decide what constituted “equal representation.” It would decide the extent of its obligation and when its obligation was satisfied.14 While there were obvious advantages to such a posture, there were also numerous pitfalls that would come to the fore during the Great Debate.

Without explicitly saying so, de facto radio had a laissez-faire policy. In theory, anyone could apply for free radio time, but virtually no one had an absolute claim on such time. Each network could decide for itself who would be heard, when they would be heard, and how often they would be heard. It should come as no surprise, then, that an ad hoc policy by the networks produced an ad hoc response from policy advocates. A lack of specific rules produced intense competition to gain every possible advantage within such a loosely defined structure.

In these early days of the neutrality debate, the advantage lay with those who already knew something about the rules of the road, particularly those who worked in the industry and those political figures accustomed to speaking on the radio. The latter also had the distinct advantage of often being the people with the power to impose precisely the kind of strict rules and regulatory structures on radio that the industry consistently sought to avoid. The networks had every incentive to keep all of the political players content (if not exactly happy) with the largely unregulated radio status quo.

No one had more power and more radio experience than FDR, and currying favor with him was of course in the interest of every network. In August 1939, NBC’s parent company RCA had provided the president with one of the first televisions for his Hyde Park residence. Within a week of the president’s first wartime address to the nation, NBC sent FDR’s press secretary Steve Early an unsolicited report on how the network had used its shortwave facilities to spread the president’s words globally as well as nationally.15 Harry C. Butcher, a vice president at CBS, responded the same day to a request from Early’s office for transcription recordings of the network’s broadcasts of the speeches by major world figures on the start of the war.16 Butcher also assisted Early in “collecting the missing transcriptions of the President’s radio addresses” for the White House. “You are a brick to go to all this trouble,” Early wrote to him, “and I know the President will be deeply appreciative.”17 It was in the mutual self-interest of the networks and the White House to maintain a cordial working relationship.18 For the White House, leveraging that relationship into an effective use of radio in the political battle over repealing the embargo would nonetheless require some subtlety. Radio executives, sensitive to charges that they were too chummy with the president and wary of forfeiting the legitimacy of their claims to political impartiality, would rightly recoil at overt and ham-fisted arm-twisting. Similarly, they would be appropriately wary of opening themselves to legitimate charges of favoritism toward the president.

As noted above, FDR could not do all of the radio work himself. In the absence of any outside political group organized for the purpose of advocating an end to the embargo, however, only his administration was initially in a position to manage the radio debate. The need to do so soon became apparent. Hoover’s opening anti-interventionist salvo was quickly followed by others. The last of the traditional isolationists from the Great War and League of Nations battles, Sen. William E. Borah (R-ID), gave a national radio address on the topic of neutrality on the evening on September 14. Borah sought to remind Americans of their aversion to all things European. He mocked the interventionist idea that “neutrality is impracticable if not impossible” because technology had created a world in which “Europe is now so near to the United States.” What a “spineless doctrine,” he declared. Europe was much closer in George Washington’s day, when virtually the entire rest of the hemisphere was made up of Europe’s colonial possessions. He invoked America’s anticolonial past, asking that the U.S. “establish [its] freedom from the European system.”19

In anticipation of Borah’s address, the White House set out to blunt the impact of his words by quietly coordinating a response even before the senator spoke. Steve Early reported to the president that he had reached out to prominent Republicans who might favor ending the embargo. Alf Landon, FDR’s Republican opponent in the 1936 presidential race; Frank Knox, the Republican vice-presidential candidate in 1936 and publisher and part owner of the Chicago Daily News; and Henry Stimson, the last Republican secretary of state under Hoover, had all been contacted. Each stood ready to “issue a statement to the press tonight as soon as Borah concludes his remarks on the radio.”20 Harry Hooker urged Nicholas Murray Butler to join the rebuttal effort, and he did.21 These labors achieved the desired effect, with criticism of the speech equaling press coverage of the speech itself. Although Borah’s speech warranted a front-page article in the New York Times on September 15, the next day’s front page focused on Stimson’s and Butler’s responses to it.22

Given his history, Borah’s opposition was predictable, allowing the president’s political team to mobilize to neutralize it. The White House was, as it turned out, fighting a battle with the past. The senator was nearing his end, and this was his last hurrah. A little over four months later, he would pass away. A younger, much greater radio threat loomed, and the White House does not seem to have taken the same pains to blunt his impact as it had with Borah. Just one day after Borah spoke, Charles A. Lindbergh made his political debut on the radio.



Enter Lindbergh

Lindbergh was one of the most well-known figures in the entire country, having first seized the public imagination in 1927 with his solo transatlantic flight to Paris, and then being at the center of one of the most sensational news stories of the time, the kidnapping and murder of his 20-month-old son in 1932.23 Since then, he had shunned the limelight. From December 1935 to April 1939, he even lived in Europe. While there, he made several inspection tours of German air force capabilities between 1936 and 1939. That activity both made him a potentially valuable asset to the U.S. Army Air Corps (whose invitation that he share his knowledge prompted his return to the U.S.) and later cast doubt on his ideological proclivities. He came to believe that another “war in Europe would be a catastrophe for Western civilization” and thought that in the event of such a war the U.S. should remain neutral.24 The famous aviator had been involved in discussions during the summer of 1939 with like-minded people such as William R. Castle, who had served in the State Department under Presidents Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover, and Fulton Lewis, who was a successful radio commentator for MBS. They discussed forming “a small group ready to become active in opposition to American entry into any European conflagration.”25

A week after FDR spoke to the nation, Lindbergh decided he too would take to the radio to make his case, and he had Lewis make the arrangements with Mutual. According to Lindbergh, after he notified Air Corps chief Gen. “Hap” Arnold of his intention to speak on the radio, the White House learned of his intent and panicked. It tried, Lindbergh said, to bribe him. In his diary, Lindbergh claimed the Roosevelt administration offered to buy his silence with an offer to create a Cabinet-level position, Secretary of the Air, for Lindbergh. Supposedly Secretary of War Harry Woodring conveyed the offer to Gen. Arnold, who then passed it on to Col. Truman Smith. The latter had served as a U.S. military attaché in Berlin and was well-known to Lindbergh because he had arranged for Lindbergh’s Luftwaffe inspections. According to Lindbergh’s diary, Smith visited Lindbergh at his home, just hours before he was to go on air, and conveyed the offer of the Cabinet position in return for his silence.26

While the story makes for high drama, there are several problems with it that cast doubt on its veracity. First, Woodring and FDR were not particularly close; the president had been trying to ease him out of the War Department for some time, and within 9 months would replace him with Henry Stimson.27 Woodring was also not an interventionist. In February 1941, the America First Committee board of directors would identify Woodring as someone who should be approached about becoming a member.28 The idea that the president would entrust Woodring with such a sensitive political task seems rather far-fetched. That Woodring would then involve not one but two additional intermediaries to deliver the message also stretches credulity.29 Perhaps Lindbergh’s account of what Smith told him is accurate, but there is reason to doubt Smith as a source. He was no fan of the president. Smith despised FDR so much that, according to his wife, he “burst into roars of laughter” upon hearing of FDR’s death in 1945.30 Like Lindbergh, Smith opposed FDR’s attempt to allow arms sales to the Allies and wanted Lindbergh to lead the charge against it. Smith may well have taken Woodring’s statement the previous day that “he had hoped to make use of [Lindbergh] in the future” and embellished it to turn his young friend even more definitively against the president personally as well as politically. Lindbergh himself had already formed an extremely jaundiced view of FDR. On September 14, the day before the alleged offer, he wrote of the president in his journal: “I am far from being sure that Roosevelt would not sacrifice this country in war if it were to his own personal interests.”31 Lindbergh reports that after Smith conveyed the alleged offer, he “laughed and said ‘You see, they’re worried.’”32 Lindbergh wrote that the “offer on Roosevelt’s part does not surprise me after what I have learned about his administration,” but he also clearly took personal offense: “It does surprise me, though, that he still thinks I might be influenced by such an offer.”33

Perhaps it happened as Smith (via Lindbergh) said, but there is no surviving record that the White House made any effort to blunt the impact of Lindbergh’s radio broadcast as it did with Borah’s speech. Even if one accepts Lindbergh’s account of how concerned—even desperate—the White House was, that seems odd. Its response to Borah’s speech showed that it knew how to manage press coverage, but it made no effort to do so in Lindbergh’s case. If the administration was so worried about Lindbergh’s coming radio speech that it clumsily attempted to bribe him—a story that, had it leaked, would have left the White House looking awful in the eyes of the public—why did it not otherwise try to counter the impact of his address, having failed to buy his silence? Since the White House did not make any effort to rebut Lindbergh, the front page of the New York Times (right alongside the story about Stimson and Butler countering Borah) had a story on Lindbergh’s radio address. The article quoted extensively from the speech, and included not a single critical response to it.34 The following day, the New York Times ran a second story on how Lindbergh came to speak on the radio, and noted only that “an attempt was made through friends of Colonel Lindbergh in the War Department to dissuade him from making the speech, but that this effort had failed.”35 There was still no White House attempt to rebut him. The contrast in dealing with the two speeches strongly argues for the White House being guilty of failing to realize fully the radio threat Lindbergh posed rather than of desperately trying to coopt him by bringing him into the administration.36

By Sunday, September 17, it was clear that the White House had a fight on its hands. The back-to-back speeches by Borah and Lindbergh had an effect. According to Robert Divine, their “radio appeals gave rise to a tremendous deluge of Congressional mail demanding the retention of the arms embargo.” Members of Congress received approximately one million pieces of mail in a three-day period, “with letters favoring the arms embargo outnumbering those opposed by a ratio of 100 to 1.”37 The outpouring of anti-interventionist sentiment prompted by these speeches on the radio made it clear that the effort to replace the arms embargo with FDR’s “cash and carry” program would not be easy. It was causing some members of Congress to reconsider their support for lifting the embargo. ⁠“On September 21 the telegraph companies were forced to add new lines to their Capitol offices to handle the huge volume of messages.”38 If the anti-interventionist opposition on the radio was this effective at mobilizing like-minded citizens, the administration and its interventionist supporters needed to respond. The Borah and Lindbergh speeches alerted the White House that it needed to go on a radio offensive and not just respond defensively when the opposition went on the air. But before the administration even had the chance to assess fully the impact of those two radio addresses, another shot was fired.



The Return of the Radio Priest

The Borah and Lindbergh radio events undoubtedly caused concern in the White House. But they were both one-offs. Just two days after Lindbergh spoke, a potentially more serious and sustained threat came from FDR’s one-time ally, the Catholic radio priest, Father Charles E. Coughlin. By September 1939, Coughlin was far from the fearsome force he had been in his heyday of 1935–1936. In January 1935, Coughlin’s vociferous opposition led some observers to credit him with almost single-handedly torpedoing FDR’s attempt to have the U.S. join the World Court. In a Sunday night radio sermon, he charged that the Senate, at FDR’s behest, was about “to hand over our national sovereignty to the World Court.” He called on his listeners to flood their senators with telegrams urging them to vote “no.” They did as he instructed, and less than 48 hours later, the proposal—which the administration thought was in the bag—failed to get the required two-thirds vote and failed. As Alan Brinkley writes, “in the eyes of most observers, Coughlin had played the central role” in thwarting FDR’s World Court policy. FDR himself thought so.39

Though Coughlin’s influence had waned in the years since, he was still a presence on the radio. It had been years since he broadcast over a national network, but Coughlin created his own personal network of 44 local radio stations. He bought commercial time from them and they carried his weekly Sunday night sermons. Shortly after the war began, he predictably turned his fire on FDR’s proposal to lift the arms embargo, looking to repeat his 1935 World Court success. Beginning with his Sunday, September 10, 1939 radio sermon, Coughlin launched a three-week assault on “cash and carry,” devoting the entire hour each week to the subject.

In the first broadcast, Coughlin announced his opposition to the president’s plan, calling it a “dangerous proposal.” He predicted that it would “evolve into a credit and carry program” and lead to “direct participation in a world war . . . within one or two years.” This time, in addition to “millions of telegrams and letters,” he wanted more. He asked listeners to make “personal appearances at Congressmen’s offices.”40 A week later, he continued the theme. He called on his listeners to “organize an army of peace.” Push your representatives to join the movement, he told the audience: “Not only petition your Congressman to keep strict neutrality but demand that he and his family get out with you and march on Washington.”41

Drew Pearson and Robert Allen reported in their “Washington Merry-Go-Round” column that Coughlin’s exhortations had an effect: “all members of Congress testify that far and away the strongest pressure against them . . . is brought by Coughlin. About one-half of neutrality mail is from Coughlinites, while even more potent are the Coughlin delegates which have been storming Capitol Hill.” Pearson and Allen claimed that Rep. Thomas A. Flahertry (D-MA), who had voted for repeal of the embargo the previous summer, was harangued at his office by a Coughlin supporter: “a husky young bus driver . . . shook his finger under Flaherty’s nose . . . ‘We want a yes or no answer, and no pussy-footing,’ he said. ‘How are you going to vote on the embargo? We know how you stood last session and the people of your district don’t like it. You represent us not yourself.’” When Flaherty refused to answer, saying “I’m not going to be brow-beaten by you or anybody else,” the man “began pounding the congressman’s desk. ‘You can’t get away with that,’ he yelled.”42

Perhaps due to incidents such as this, by the time of his September 24 broadcast, Coughlin seems to have thought better of telling his listeners to accost members of Congress: “At this juncture there is no need for you to waste your time or energy in marching on Washington. Remain at your posts! Marshall your fellow citizens in your neighborhood, club, office, and church!” The key now, he said, was letters to members of Congress. “10 million more letters this week and next week will insure that victory. . . . 10 more million letters! That is your quota this week! . . . 10 million barricades against lifting the embargo!”43

Coughlin left no doubt that he was trying to create a movement. At the start of the September 24 broadcast, his announcer Franklin Mitchell said: “I bring you greetings, not only from Fr. Coughlin but from all those persons and groups scattered throughout this audience. This broadcast constitutes a mass meeting, a modern mass meeting through the facilities of radio.” Coughlin then reviewed the arguments of the previous two broadcasts, urged the audience to believe the fight could be won, and listed the times and places of meetings being held around the country “to support our cause.” At the end of the broadcast, he reminded listeners to send letters and telegrams to Congress. “Petitions,” he cautioned them, “are not worth the paper they are written on.” He finished with a slogan to unite them: “America first, last, and always.” Though in the short run Coughlin did not succeed in creating a political movement against the embargo, he correctly saw the potential for radio to do so. That effort would be taken up by other anti-interventionists, and they would adopt as their name the term he used: America First.



The NAB Code: “Voluntary Industrial Self-regulation”

Given his history, Coughlin’s presence in this debate would be significant under any circumstances, but when viewed in the context of the coming evolution of political debate on the radio, his vociferous advocacy in the fall of 1939 looms even larger. It raised a number of complicated issues, the resolution of which would shape the next two years and beyond. His third broadcast on “cash and carry” came the very day that the new National Association of Broadcasters (NAB) code went into effect, which would have profound effects on how the Great Debate was conducted. With an election year on the horizon, the NAB made an announcement on September 14 that only explicitly political programs—which it defined as “any broadcasts in connection with a political campaign in behalf of or against the candidacy of a legally qualified candidate for nomination or election to public office or in behalf of or against a public proposal which is subject to ballot”—were eligible to purchase time on the radio. All other political discussion had to be presented by radio stations for free, as sustaining programming. “This exception is made,” the NAB said, “because at certain times the contending [political] parties want to use more time than broadcasters can afford to give away.” That was undoubtedly going to be true in 1940, with a presidential election approaching.44

In short, without such a ruling, campaign demands for free airtime would force radio stations into making difficult, if not impossible, decisions. Could stations put limits on the amount of airtime devoted to the campaign? If they did so, might the public see that as restricting both the right of the parties and candidates to be heard and that of the people to hear? If the stations did not, how could they ensure that demands for political time would not crowd out their popular and profitable programming? The NAB’s paramount interest was to avoid a ruling that might create greater pressure for government regulation—or, even worse, control—of the industry. They crowed that this policy was an “outstanding example of voluntary industrial self-regulation, conceived and executed in the public interest.”45

While the NAB ruling settled that one matter, it also raised a series of different but still difficult questions. What if paid programming, purchased on an ongoing, regular basis, were to engage in non-campaign-related political discussion? Should this be banned? If it were allowed, should the other side in the debate also be allowed to purchase an equal amount of time? Or should the other side be allowed sustaining time to counter the arguments made in paid time? Due to Coughlin, these were not theoretical questions. His first political speech on neutrality took place just three days after the NAB’s announcement that neutrality was a controversial issue; the second came three days after the announcement on paid political programming. Coughlin had a de facto network of 44 independent radio stations across the nation. He was not carried by one of the major networks. Where did he fit? He was not advocating for or against a candidate or public proposal subject to ballot. By the NAB standard, he should not have been able to buy time to discuss neutrality, because it had been deemed a controversial topic by the NAB. He had been doing his program for years, and now he had used that purchased time to advocate one side of a controversial issue that, according to the NAB, was supposed to be relegated to sustaining programs. What to do with that?

On October 3, the NAB ruled that “the methods of achieving [neutrality] are matters automatically falling within the sphere of ‘public controversial issues’ and as such should be presented on free time and not sold.” The New York Times observed in its coverage that the ruling “was seen in some quarters as designed to bar the Rev. Charles E. Coughlin from buying time on stations belonging to the association for controversial broadcasts.”46 The impression that the code was designed to rein in Coughlin is common, but far from demonstrated.47 The ruling certainly affected the priest, but that is not the same thing as the code provision being created for the purpose of silencing Coughlin.48 The code had been written and approved by the NAB long before there was a war in Europe. It had declared neutrality a controversial topic before Coughlin began speaking on it. The NAB argued there was a principle at stake. The amount of discussion of specific controversial political issues, the NAB decided, should not be determined by who had the money to buy radio airtime.

Notwithstanding the NAB ruling, Coughlin went on the air October 8 and renewed his assault on the embargo repeal.
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