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INTRODUCTION

Franklin D. Roosevelt was one of the preeminent world 
 leaders of the  twentieth century. He cast a long shadow over America 
and the world. Or, to change the metaphor, his presidency was a kind of 
 beacon—illuminating a path for his followers or serving as a stern warning 
to his critics. Now that we have entered the twenty-first century, perhaps 
it is easier to take stock. Sixty-plus years after the end of the war, and after 
Roosevelt’s untimely death, what should we make of his policies, his impact, 
and his legacies? The chapters in this volume assess Roosevelt’s role as war 
leader from the vantage point of the twenty-first century by looking at dif-
ferent aspects of his foreign policy.

By way of a introduction, however, we need to say a little more about the war 
and the man, to appreciate the magnitude of this unprecedented world crisis 
and to understand what perspectives and skills FDR brought to bear upon it.

There had been world wars before—the United States was born in one 
during the eighteenth century—but World War II was the most devastating 
in history. It left perhaps 55 million dead, half of them in the Soviet Union 
and maybe another 15 million in China, and it spawned appalling new 
projects of mass destruction, including the atomic bomb and the attempted 
genocide of the Jews. It also transformed the world map, by hastening the 
collapse of European empires around which the world had been shaped for 
five centuries, and by accelerating the rise of two new “superpowers,” the 
United States and the Soviet Union. Their rivalry spread around the globe, 
defining history for nearly half a century.

For the United States, the war started with the Japanese attack on Pearl 
Harbor in December 1941 and ended three and a half years later after the 
unconditional surrender of Germany and Japan in May and August 1945, 
respectively. But this was only part of the story, for America’s war was only 
one of a series of regional conflicts that gradually fused into a global confla-
gration. This began with Japan’s invasion of China in July 1937, sparking an 
eight-year struggle across East Asia. Britain and France declared war on Nazi 
Germany in September 1939, belatedly trying to stop Hitler’s expansion. 



I n t r o d u c t i o n2

The winter of 1939–1940 saw what the Americans called a “Phoney War” 
but, when fighting began in earnest the following spring, France fell in six 
weeks and Italy became a belligerent, spreading the war to the Balkans and 
North Africa. Britain fought on, but Hitler now controlled much of conti-
nental Europe and he was free to turn against his visceral enemy, communist 
Russia, in June 1941. Japan, too, seized its opportunity, attacking not merely 
America in December 1941, but also toppling the now largely defenseless 
French, British, and Dutch empires in Southeast Asia.

In a desperate attempt to contain the rampant Axis powers, America, 
Britain, and Russia forged a wartime alliance—fractious and full of tension 
but nevertheless a real attempt at cooperation. Even so, it took the Red Army 
a full year and a half before it turned the tide at Stalingrad in the winter of 
1942–1943. Britain and America became bogged down in North Africa and 
Italy, and could not liberate France until the summer of 1944. Although 
Germany surrendered in May 1945, Allied planners feared it would take at 
least another year to conquer the Japanese home islands. In the event, a com-
bination of two atomic bombs and Soviet entry into the Asian war forced 
Japan to surrender in August 1945.

By then Franklin D. Roosevelt was dead, stricken with a massive cere-
bral hemorrhage on April 12, 1945. In a clinical sense the war killed him, 
as is evident from photographs of a gradually ailing president during 1944 
and 1945. But politically the war gave Roosevelt a new lease of life; in fact 
it transformed his presidency and its place in history. In January 1940, 
with Europe still in the Phoney War, Roosevelt entered the final year of his 
 second term. He was steadily shipping papers from Washington to his new 
Presidential Library next to his family home in Hyde Park, up the Hudson 
River from New York. Perhaps he secretly hoped for an unprecedented third 
term, but this only became practical politics with the Fall of France. Citing 
the international crisis as justification, he won the election of November 
1940 and was reelected yet again four years later, consequently presiding 
over virtually the whole of America’s war. Had FDR retired in January 1941, 
he would probably have been remembered for pulling his country out of the 
Depression. Instead, his additional four years in the White House turned 
him from a domestic president into a war leader, indeed a truly world leader 
at one of the most decisive moments of twentieth-century history.

What kind of man was this? What traits and attitudes did he bring to bear 
on the challenges of world war? First, one should mention his social back-
ground. Often dubbed a “country squire,” he was a member of the upstate 
New York landed elite, promoted in state politics in the 1920s by Al Smith 
in the expectation that FDR would help carry the rural vote. Instinctively 
he thought in terms of hierarchical societies, and his early progressivism was 
paternalistic in spirit. On the issue of race he was a man of his time and class, 



3I n t r o d u c t i o n

who accepted the norms of black–white relations at home and was prone to 
racist remarks about foreign leaders.

In other ways, too, Roosevelt was a product of the late nineteenth century, 
nurtured on the heritage of Western civilization, who had travelled exten-
sively around Europe in his youth. It was natural for him to take seriously 
countries such as Britain, France, and Russia, which had shaped Europe 
in the past. Conversely, his suspicion of Germany’s pretensions as a power, 
though partly due to boyhood experiences, also reflected the fact that the 
German nation-state had made a recent and violent appearance on the map 
of Europe, little more than a decade before his birth in 1882. Although he 
did not understand the social roots of Nazism, his acute and early sense 
of the menace of Hitler was rooted in these preconceptions about German 
militarism.

Taking the old powers of Europe seriously did not mean, however, 
that he approved of them. His respect for France never recovered from 
its  sudden and catastrophic collapse in 1940. And he entertained a deep 
 antipathy to the colonialism of all the Western European powers, particu-
larly Britain’s—which he liked to claim was partly due to his family roots in 
the  seventeenth century Anglo-Dutch rivalry. Although his direct knowl-
edge of current European colonial rule was scanty, one of FDR’s deepest 
convictions was that the world must move on from the era of imperialism. 
He saw the United States, the first postcolonial nation, as the pioneer and 
exemplar of this  historic rollback of empire. Outside Europe, he took a par-
ticular interest in China—also historically a great civilization. By contrast, 
his dislike of Japan reflected his own experience, since the Sino-Japanese 
war of 1895, of Japan as a ruthless expansionist power in Asia.

Roosevelt loved the sea. A childhood fascination with ships developed 
into an adult love of sailing. Some liken his devious, calculating political 
style to that of a sailor tacking to and fro to exploit the most favorable 
winds. His appointment as assistant secretary of the Navy in the Wilson 
Administration (1913–1921) gave him direct experience and firsthand 
responsibility. The Navy remained a special passion throughout his life 
and he intervened actively in senior appointments. On an intellectual 
plane, his early interest in Alfred Thayer Mahan’s writings on sea power, 
coupled with a later sensitivity to the air age provided the bases of a unique 
geopolitical vision.

Roosevelt travelled extensively in his youth and early manhood, espe-
cially to Western Europe. But in 1921 he was stricken with polio. Many 
were convinced that this marked the end of his political career: his doting 
mother wanted him to accept the life of a gentleman invalid at Hyde Park. 
This he refused to do, laboriously developing his torso so he could heave 
himself around with crutches, but he never walked unaided again. Even for 
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the normal daily tasks—dressing, getting into a chair or bed, going to the 
toilet—he needed the help of others.

There has been much debate about the effect of his disability on his 
 character and outlook. Did it toughen a previously playboy politician? Did it 
give the spoilt patrician a new empathy for the suffering of the masses? This 
is speculation. What can be discussed with greater certainty is the effect of 
his enforced immobility on Roosevelt the diplomatist. For twenty years he 
hardly left the United States, and only travelled again extensively abroad 
in the last couple of years of his life. He did not, for instance, visit Western 
Europe after 1919, apart from a brief trip in 1931 when his mother was ill 
and a stopover in Sicily in 1943 en route home from Teheran. His direct 
knowledge of the world therefore became somewhat dated.

Just as FDR built up his body to compensate for his legs, so in politics he 
used others to do the legwork for him. His wife Eleanor acted in this way for 
him in domestic affairs in the 1930s; likewise did trusted advisers such as 
Harry Hopkins and Averell Harriman abroad during the war. Roosevelt also 
became a keen, if selective, reader of reports from his ambassadors abroad, 
especially when these were packaged in a vivid way that suited his precon-
ceptions. The wheelchair president still kept in touch with the world.

Franklin Roosevelt was also a consummate politician, with huge faith 
in his persuasive powers. These skills were honed over the years in hold-
ing together his unlikely New Deal coalition of conservative Southerners, 
 northern liberals, blue-collar ethnic groups, and African Americans, and 
they were then deployed on the world stage as FDR engaged with other 
Allied leaders, particularly Churchill and then Stalin. He disliked large, 
staged conferences, favoring informal meetings with the people that mat-
tered. He also abhorred record-taking—both to maximize his room for 
maneuver and also to cover his tracks—which has made it hard for his-
torians to pin down his motives and intentions. Such is his fascination, 
however, that scholars keep coming back to him, and six decades after his 
death it is also possible to assess his achievements more clearly. That is the 
aim of this volume.
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FDR’s Foreign 
Policy and the 
Construction of 
American History, 
1945–1955
David Reynolds

The study of “collective memory” is one of the growth areas in 
recent  historical writing. This term originated with Maurice Halbwachs, 
the French sociologist, back in the 1920s, but it gained currency among 
 cultural historians in the 1980s thanks to the massive seven-volume project 
by Pierra Nora and his collaborators, Les Lieux de Mémoire, on how the 
French had remembered their past. Their essays explored a wide variety 
of traditions, mentalities, and symbols, but subsequent work on collective 
remembrance has concentrated on “places” or “sites” of memory, particularly 
cemeteries and war memorials.1 Likewise, American scholars have found 
rich case studies in the struggles to establish a Holocaust Museum and to 
commemorate Hiroshima and Nagasaki.2

The main focus of this work has been on the material and visual—the 
places and images of memory—and most of the scholarship has been gen-
erated by cultural historians. Yet Nora acknowledged that books could 
also function as lieux de mémoire, and Henry Rousso’s classic study of 
French remembrance of the Vichy era included them among what he called 
 “vectors” or “carriers” of memory.3 Historians are now beginning to take up 
this theme. Two volumes of essays have been devoted to projects for official 
history across the Western world, looking particularly at the two world wars. 
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My own recent study of the writing and impact of Winston Churchill’s six 
volumes of memoirs is intended as a contribution to this field.4

Here I wish to offer a provisional sketch about how such an approach 
might be applied to the way Franklin Roosevelt’s wartime strategy and 
diplomacy were interpreted in the first decade after his death. This period 
was especially important for the way World War II has been understood; 
and, although that process owed much to nonwritten forms, particularly 
films, I believe that memoirs and history books should not be ignored.5 In 
the first place, they often established the conceptual framework for  popular 
memory. The titles of Churchill’s six volumes—such as The Gathering 
Storm, Their Finest Hour, or Closing the Ring—still provide the phases and 
the phrases by which the conflict has been remembered. Second, these early 
works often established the agenda for subsequent history, identifying some 
topics as central and marginalizing others. In American and British writing 
on the military history of World War II, a case in point is the virtual exclu-
sion of the Eastern Front because of Cold War attitudes and imperatives.6 In 
both these ways, I believe that the initial versions of this war helped create a 
framework within which other “carriers” of collective memory, such as film-
makers, operated. Perhaps the same is true for the recollections of veterans 
and participants, because their memories are fragmentary and unconnected, 
needing written history to provide a structure that is otherwise lacking.7

To see history under construction in this way requires more than a mere 
historiographical survey. We need to understand why and how these books 
were written, to investigate their impact and sales, to research the reviews 
they elicited and the controversies they aroused. That takes us away from 
traditional diplomatic history into the domains of intellectual history and 
the history of the book.8 I can only scratch the surface in a brief work of 
this sort. But first, I want to survey the writings of the postwar decade, 
summarizing the main kinds of work and commenting on their provenance 
and motivation. Then I take five central themes from that historiogra-
phy: the Pearl Harbor attack and the so-called “end” of isolationism; the 
 Anglo-American strategic disputes about the Second Front and the conduct 
of the war in Northwest Europe; the doctrine of Unconditional Surrender 
and treatment of the Axis; the Yalta conference and policy toward the Soviet 
Union; and the decision to drop the atomic bomb. I shall briefly examine 
the main lines of debate in 1945–1955, emphasizing that the arguments 
 during this first postwar decade cast long shadows.

* * *

The most striking contrast between the American and British historiographies 
of the war in this first decade lies at the very top: Winston Churchill published 
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his memoirs whereas Franklin Roosevelt did not. In fact, “memoirs” is not an 
entirely appropriate term, because Churchill’s six volumes, grandly titled The 
Second World War, mixed passages of reminiscence with copious quotations 
from his wartime documents and lengthy narratives of battles and conferences 
compiled by his “Syndicate” of research assistants. Moreover, Churchill got 
in early, publishing his work between 1948 and 1953, and thereby shaping 
historical debate. This was, of course, his intention: as he liked to say when 
locked in controversy, “All right, I shall leave it to history, but remember that 
I shall be one of the historians.”9

Had Roosevelt survived the war, he would probably have produced 
his own account. The president’s interest in history and his creation of 
the Roosevelt Library point in that direction. So does the report that on 
January 27, 1940, when a third term seemed utopian, he signed a postretire-
ment contract with Collier’s magazine for an article every two weeks over a 
three-year period.10 And in 1943–1944 he was already putting his own spin 
on events through friendly journalists such as Forrest Davis, whose lengthy 
articles on “Roosevelt’s World Blueprint” and “What Really Happened at 
Teheran” were based on conversations with the president and approved by 
the White House prior to publication.11 So a retired Roosevelt would have 
been “one of the historians,” putting his own spin on events, albeit probably 
not on a Churchillian scale. But the president’s sudden death on April 12, 
1945 put paid to any Roosevelt memoirs.12 Hitler and Mussolini also met 
their Maker that month, while Stalin was more interested in signing death 
warrants than in writing books. So this left the historical battlefield very 
much to Churchill.

Or at least its commanding heights. Although no one could compete 
with Churchill’s blockbuster of nearly two million words, many others were 
busily occupying the lower slopes. This was particularly true in the United 
States, whose publishing industry was even more vigorous than Britain’s, 
far more lavishly funded, and not crippled by postwar rationing of paper. 
Timing also mattered. Churchill required three volumes to get through the 
1930s and the first two years of Britain’s war, whereas most American books 
naturally started with Pearl Harbor. As a consequence, Churchill’s account 
of appeasement, which appeared in 1948, was almost first in the field, but 
on the Second Front debate or the Yalta conference, about which he did not 
publish until 1950 and 1953, respectively, he had to compete with several 
well-established American versions.

Nor would it be entirely accurate to say there were no Roosevelt  memoirs, 
because the president’s son Elliott was quickly into print in the summer of 
1946 with As He Saw It. As both the book’s title and the dustjacket sketch 
of a reflective FDR suggested, this purported to be an account of the war-
time conferences through the eyes of the president, by someone who acted 
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as aide and confidant at these summit meetings: “I shared his most  intimate 
thoughts and listened to his most cherished aspirations for the world of 
peace to follow our military victory.” An approving foreword by FDR’s 
widow, Eleanor, gave the book added authority. As Elliott made clear, his 
account of the past was also “impelled by urgent events” in the present—
above all his conviction, especially after Churchill’s “Iron Curtain” speech 
in March 1946, that the wartime alliance FDR had built was being torn 
apart because “a small group of willful men in London and Washington 
are anxious to create and foster an atmosphere of war hatred against the 
Russians.” This was rooted, Elliott claimed, in Churchill’s wartime impe-
rialist strategy and in “British ambitions to play off the U.S.S.R. against 
the U.S.A.” His book was full of barbs by FDR about Churchill, suppos-
edly verbatim, as a “real old Tory, of the old school” with his “eighteenth-
century methods” of colonialism.13

As He Saw It, also serialized in Look magazine in August 1946, had a 
wide impact: it certainly infuriated Churchill. But its genesis is still hard 
to determine. Apparently Elliott, dissatisfied with a couple of drafts that 
seemed too dull and documentary, recruited a Hollywood scriptwriter of 
leftist leanings who turned reported speech into dialogue and gave the text its 
fellow-traveller spin.14 Close associates of the president were appalled—Felix 
Frankfurter, for instance, wrote of the book’s “complete unreliability”—
and the Roosevelt family apologized privately to Churchill, explaining that 
“Elliott’s work had been hotted up by a journalist” and that “Mrs Roosevelt 
had not seen the final version when she wrote the introduction.”15 Reliable 
or not, As He Saw It was on the record, establishing a set of influential inter-
pretations with what appeared to be almost autobiographical force.

The nearest thing to an official biography of FDR’s wartime leadership 
was Roosevelt and Hopkins: An Intimate History, published by Robert E. 
Sherwood in 1948. Harry Hopkins, the president’s closest confidant for 
much of the war, died in January 1946, and Sherwood was asked by his 
widow to undertake the memoir that Hopkins had been planning to write. 
The result was, however, a very different book because Sherwood combined 
the writing skills of a Pulitzer-prize-winning playwright and former White 
House scriptwriter with an impressive command of the voluminous docu-
mentation that Hopkins had accumulated during the war. This included 
masses of British as well as American official papers, from which Sherwood 
quoted freely, often on matters in which Hopkins was not personally 
involved. Chip Bohlen of the State Department considered this to be most 
improper,16 but he was the only senior American figure to protest, probably 
because Sherwood’s project enjoyed almost official status, akin to Churchill’s 
memoirs in Britain. President Truman’s letter of support—“If I can be of 
assistance, please do not hesitate to call upon me. I hope also that you will 
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receive the fullest cooperation of all whom you approach”—opened doors 
at the highest levels.17 Using it, Sherwood secured extensive  interviews 
with top American and British policymakers, from George Marshall to 
Anthony Eden. Even Churchill talked with him and sent written answers 
to detailed questions until their relations turned sour when it seemed that 
Sherwood’s book might scoop his own memoirs.18 Churchill was right to 
be alarmed. Although smaller in scale than his own six volumes, Roosevelt 
and Hopkins offered a readable, comprehensive, and semiofficial account 
of wartime diplomacy, rushed into print in 1948 and therefore well ahead 
of The Second World War.

Most of the president’s inner circle of policymakers published their own 
memoirs between 1945 and 1950, including Sumner Welles (1944) and 
Cordell Hull (1948) from the State Department, Henry Stimson, FDR’s 
secretary of war (1948), and Admiral William D. Leahy, the president’s chief 
of staff (1950). Among memoirs by senior generals, Dwight D. Eisenhower’s 
Crusade in Europe (1948) touched on many issues of high policy, as did the 
gossipy diary of his aide Harry Butcher, published in 1946. The content 
of these volumes will be discussed later, but a few general points should be 
made here.

First, although many of these memoir writers shared Churchill’s desire to 
make a first strike on history, what really persuaded them to devote several 
years of retirement to such a herculean and unfamiliar task was the finan-
cial incentive. Under U.S. tax laws, if an author sold all literary property 
rights in his memoirs, this would count as the sale of a capital asset and 
he would be liable to only 25 percent tax, as against nearly 80 percent if 
he sold book or newspaper rights separately. Much of the residue could be 
protected from tax by making gifts to family members, particularly grand-
children.19 Nearly all these authors adopted a tax-avoidance procedure of 
this sort. Although Churchill pioneered a similar arrangement in Britain, 
U.S. tax law was unusually beneficial, making it almost folly not to go into 
print if a retired policymaker could command big money. Doubleday paid 
Eisenhower $635,000 for all the rights to his memoirs, from which he was 
able to retain $476,250 after tax. Ike was delighted, but his publishers did 
even better out of the serialization and book sales, not to mention twenty 
foreign translations.20

The importance of serialization in this package raises another gen-
eral point. Although many of these memoirs sold well in book form, they 
reached a far wider readership through excerpts in the newspapers or weekly 
magazines such as Collier’s or The Saturday Evening Post. These excerpts 
were inevitably the juiciest and most sensational parts of the book, often 
selectively edited and tendentiously headlined. It was in this form that most 
Americans derived their impressions of the memoirs and, by extension, of 
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the war. With an eye to serial sales, most memoirists relied on professional 
writers, some of whom were given full credit. The young McGeorge Bundy 
was explicitly billed as coauthor of Stimson’s memoirs, writer of a text based 
on Stimson’s documents and recollections. For his 1950 book on the Yalta 
conference, former secretary of state Edward R. Stettinius used Walter 
Johnson, a historian at the University of Chicago, and the credit “edited by 
Walter Johnson” appeared on the title page. More usually a journalist acted 
as ghostwriter in return for a fee and a mention in the acknowledgments. For 
example, Leahy thanked Charter Heslip for help “in arranging the material 
contained in my original notes,” while Hull, more frankly, admitted that 
without Andrew Berding “this book could not have been written.” Heslip 
had no compunction about turning reported speech into conversation in an 
effort to liven up Leahy’s I Was There, but even a professional ghostwriter 
could not make Hull’s turgid and endless memoirs readable.21

Most of these memoirs received little official vetting, some authors even 
shrugging off the question entirely. Top Secret by the journalist and publisher 
Ralph Ingersoll was an exposé of Anglo-American arguments over grand 
strategy in 1943–1945 when he served as a senior Allied planner and liaison 
officer. Ingersoll’s acknowledgments included these disarming sentences: “I 
could never unscramble my sources of information for this book . . . To the 
best of my knowledge, what I used in this book does not violate the security 
of information permanently labelled ‘classified’ . . . None of the command-
ing generals under whom I have served has been burdened with seeing the 
manuscript.”22 Ingersoll was writing as a civilian-soldier who had left the 
army; others felt obliged to seek some kind of official approval, but this did 
not prove very rigorous. Admiral Leahy, for instance, submitted the text to 
Truman (for whom he had also acted as chief of staff). It was examined “in 
some haste” by the president’s press secretary, Charles Ross, and parts were 
read by Truman himself, who contributed a fulsome preface. The Security 
Review Branch of the Office of the Secretary of Defense sent the briefest 
of notes indicating “no objection to its publication,” and Chip Bohlen, on 
behalf of the State Department, made only a few comments, mostly about 
the Polish question.23

All this was in marked contrast with Britain, where government  ministers, 
civil servants, and officers in the armed forces—serving or retired—were 
subject to an Official Secrets Act. Furthermore, documents they had writ-
ten during government service were deemed legally to be Crown Copyright. 
On both grounds, therefore, the British Government claimed the right to 
vet publication of memoirs, and during 1946 the Cabinet Office developed 
elaborate scrutiny procedures to prevent a repeat of the flurry of embar-
rassing revelations following World War I. Although Churchill success-
fully asserted that the minutes and telegrams he wrote as prime minister 
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were his “personal” property, even he submitted his manuscript to intense 
examination by the Cabinet Office and interested government departments. 
Whitehall was therefore seriously exercised by the use of British documents 
in books such as Roosevelt and Hopkins. Privately the State Department told 
the British Embassy it regretted the absence of an Official Secrets Act in the 
United States but, as the law stood, on grounds of both copyright and offi-
cial secrecy American memoirists and biographers were far less constrained 
than across the Atlantic.24

Official histories of wartime campaigns were also appearing, under 
much more ambitious publication programs than after World War I. The 
U.S. Navy and Army Air Forces brought out the first of their multivolume 
series of histories of the war as early as 1947–1948. The naval volumes were 
authored by the Harvard historian Samuel Eliot Morison, who volunteered 
his services to FDR back in March 1942. Rejecting the idea of “an armchair 
history job after peace is concluded,” Morison advocated what he called a 
“Columbus technique” of sailing in vessels of all types during wartime as 
well as investigating official files back in Washington. With FDR’s blessing, 
the Navy Department quickly adopted the idea, giving Morison a roving 
naval commission, and the first of his fifteen volumes appeared as early as 
February 1947.25 The Army’s Center of Military History was a little slower 
with its famous “Green Books” on the war—the first volume appeared 
in 1950—but the next five years saw publication of major studies such as 
Cross-Channel Attack (on the planning and implementation of Overlord), 
The Supreme Command (on Eisenhower’s direction of the war in Northwest 
Europe, 1944–1945) and two overview volumes on Strategic Planning for 
Coalition Warfare, 1941–5.26

On the diplomatic side, the Council on Foreign Relations obtained 
 funding from the Rockefeller and Sloan Foundations for a history of American 
foreign policy during the war. It was proposed by William L. Langer, the 
Harvard diplomatic historian who had served with the wartime OSS; his 
coauthor was S. Everett Gleason from Amherst College. Although not gov-
ernment historians, Langer and Gleason were given almost free run of the 
archives: through Hull and Acheson they gained access to State Department 
records, Henry Morgenthau and Sumner Welles made available their own 
files, and President Truman authorized use of the Roosevelt papers. Even the 
joint chiefs cooperated, subject to some security closures. Langer’s blue-chip 
establishment contacts, and those of the Council, obviously made a huge 
difference. But he also made a persuasive pitch for an early and authorita-
tive account of American policy to head off repetition of what he called “the 
sensationalist journalistic controversies about American policy in 1917 and 
1918” and to beat similar projects in other countries. Soviet volumes on the 
war would certainly “be couched in terms of communistic philosophy . . . Less 
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objectionable, no doubt, would be a British history, but there again we would 
expect a treatment reflecting an imperial viewpoint which would be quite 
misleading to an American reader.”27 Increasingly, the Langer and Gleason 
project came to be seen as an American response to Churchill. After review-
ing the draft of volume one, George Kennan said that nothing comparable 
existed, “not even Churchill’s memoirs which, valuable as they are, seem to 
me to be based on a much narrower foundation of material.”28

The problem was that Churchill stayed the course, aided by his 
 syndicate of assistants, to cover the whole war in his six volumes. Langer 
had originally envisaged three volumes on the conflict and its aftermath, 
running from 1939 to 1948, but the mass of material and the constraints 
of his four-year leave from Harvard forced a rethink. The result was two 
massive volumes published in 1952 and 1953, taking the story only up 
to Pearl Harbor. Although not the comprehensive overview of America’s 
wartime diplomacy that had originally been intended, they proved both 
influential and controversial.

Langer’s fear of another bout of postwar revisionism was widely shared 
in Establishment circles. There had been wide currency in the 1930s for 
books arguing that the United States had entered the war in 1917 because 
of scheming British propagandists or greedy “merchants of death” in the 
arms industry and Wall Street.29 Many of America’s political and intel-
lectual leaders after 1945 were convinced that this revisionist mood 
had prevented the country playing its proper role in world affairs in the 
appeasement decade. This belief helps explain why potentially sympathetic 
authors were given such extensive access to official and personal papers—
another example being the former State Department official Herbert Feis 
for The Road to Pearl Harbor (1950) and for Churchill, Roosevelt, Stalin 
(1957). Moreover, the postwar decade did see several powerful polemics 
against Administration policy before Pearl Harbor, some of whose authors, 
such as Charles Callan Tansill and Harry Elmer Barnes, had been leading 
revisionist writers after World War I. Although Tansill was allowed to use 
State Department files for his critical study of FDR’s foreign policy during 
1933–1941, most revisionists were denied special access to government 
papers in what Barnes stigmatized as a deliberate “historical blackout” 
designed to benefit the “court historians.”30 He was an obsessive conspir-
acy theorist, but one has to admit there was something deeply disingenu-
ous about the way that Feis, for instance, could take three pages to itemize 
his privileged access to archives and interviewees and then assert that “the 
help given me by many people in the government must not be taken as 
indicating any kind of official approval, sponsorship, or responsibility.”31 
Revisionists therefore had to rely heavily on whatever documents had been 
published, and this in part explains the attention given to the  pre-1941 
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period because of the material from the Pearl Harbor inquiries. This 
 constitutes the first of my five case studies.

* * *

During the postwar decade the State Department published a series of 
 volumes of documents on prewar diplomacy, especially relations with 
Germany, Japan, and the Soviet Union, but these were by way of offi-
cial apologia. It had no desire to open up material relating to the  debacle 
at Pearl Harbor. Immediately after the Japanese attack, the Roosevelt 
Administration successfully rebuffed demands for a full inquiry, instead, 
scapegoating the army and navy commanders in Hawaii, General Walter C. 
Short and Admiral Husband E. Kimmel. But by the fall of 1944, even 
internal War and Navy Department investigations admitted serious fail-
ings in Washington, and, once Japan had surrendered, it was impossible 
to contain Republican demands for a full congressional inquest. The 
Democratic leadership in Congress therefore took preemptive action in 
September 1945, establishing a joint committee of inquiry on which it had 
a  majority, and the resulting report in July 1946 again placed the blame 
largely on Short and Kimmel. But the 15,000 pages of accompanying 
documentation—drawing on  previous inquiries, official papers, witness 
testimony, and personal  diaries—exposed rich and complex veins of pri-
mary material to public scrutiny, and these would be mined assiduously for 
years to come. Moreover, the dissenting report by two Republican senators, 
Homer Ferguson and Owen Brewster, offered an alternative view of the evi-
dence, namely, that the Roosevelt Administration, from FDR downward, 
was equally responsible for Pearl Harbor’s lack of readiness.32

Thanks to this rich documentation made public by the official inqui-
ries, the controversy over Pearl Harbor became a debate about the Roosevelt 
Administration’s response to Europe and Asia in the period 1937–1941. This 
debate mirrored the dynamics of both the earlier arguments over U.S. entry 
into World War I and also the later clash over the origins of the Cold War 
by setting defenders of the Administration, who portrayed U.S. policy as 
essentially a prudent reaction to grave foreign threats, against revisionists 
who argued that American leaders had been assertive and often duplicitous 
in involving the country in events far beyond the scope of national interest.

The memoirists and “official” historians all insisted that the Axis powers 
posed a genuine threat to American security and values, which required aid 
to Britain and eventually entry into the war. But they were not of one mind 
about the president’s tactics. Langer and Gleason, for instance, follow-
ing Henry Stimson, felt that FDR “tended to underestimate popular sup-
port for his foreign policy” and “to exaggerate the strength and cohesion” 
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of the opposition in Congress. On the other hand, Robert Sherwood 
defended FDR’s “cautious policy of one step at a time,” arguing that had 
he  engineered a “showdown” on Capitol Hill “he would have been badly 
defeated and Germany and Japan between them would have conquered all 
of Europe and Asia, including the Soviet Union, by 1942.”33 Despite differ-
ences of emphasis, however, these writers endorsed the priority given by the 
Administration to events in Europe, highlighting its efforts to delay or deter 
war with Japan. In so far as America was felt to bear any responsibility for 
Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, they usually followed the Administration’s 
wartime line of blaming the local commanders.34

Revisionists, by contrast, argued or implied that the Axis,  however 
 obnoxious, did not pose any significant threat to the United States. 
Charles C. Tansill even asserted that in the autumn of 1939 “Hitler had 
high hopes that America might be induced to accept the role of media-
tor and thus bring to an early close a war that he had entered with many 
misgivings.” As late as November 1941, said Tansill, “Germany was trying 
desperately to stay out of war with the United States” whereas Roosevelt 
wanted to enter the conflict because he espoused the Wilsonian policy of 
making “the world safe for democracy.” With Germany refusing to start 
a war, FDR reckoned that “perhaps some Japanese statesman would prove 
more accommodating!”35 Revisionists therefore attacked FDR for seeking a 
“back door” to war, and they exploited nuggets of evidence from the Pearl 
Harbor inquiries, such as the November 25, 1941 diary entry by Henry L. 
Stimson, FDR’s secretary for war, that FDR’s Cabinet had to decide how 
to “maneuver them [the Japanese] into firing the first shot.” Revisionists 
presented Stimson’s comment as a military issue, asserting or implying that 
FDR set up Pearl Harbor, whereas defenders of the Administration claimed 
Stimson was talking politics: how to represent a likely Japanese offensive in 
Southeast Asia as a threat to American interests.36

As with defenders of the Administration, revisionists did not speak in 
unison. William L. Neumann, for instance, acknowledged the “errors and 
fallacies of Japanese policy” but also criticized the Roosevelt Administration 
for “an exaggerated conception of American political and economic interests 
in China” and for imposing a total freeze on Japanese assets and trade in July 
1941, which left Japan “no alternative but to bow to American demands or 
fight for the resources by which her economic and military strength was to 
be maintained.” Harry Elmer Barnes, by contrast, focused on Pearl Harbor 
itself and was quite open in his accusation: “In order to promote Roosevelt’s 
political ambitions and his mendacious foreign policy some three thousand 
American boys were quite needlessly butchered.”37 But all were agreed that 
Roosevelt had repeatedly and systematically deceived the American people. 
The classic indictment came from the progressive historian Charles A. Beard 
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in two massive volumes (1946 and 1948) of highly personalized attack on 
FDR, a far cry from the analysis of economic interests that had characterized 
his earlier writings. Beard used copious but selective quotations to compose 
what Samuel Eliot Morison famously denounced as “a book so full of sup-
pressio veri and suggestio falsi that it would take one of almost equal length to 
expose every error, innuendo, or misconception.”38 Whatever the evidential 
problems, the backdoor-to-war thesis would not go away: there was enough 
smoke even if no smoking gun. The Administration’s clumsy cover-up of 
the Pearl Harbor attack, plus the forced revelations via the various inqui-
ries, engendered suspicions that have continued to the present in a debate 
between “conspiracy” and “cock-up” theorists of history.39

Defenders of Roosevelt essentially argued that the end justified the means. 
Such dissimulation as he did practice was necessary, they said, because 
Americans had been “asleep,” indifferent to the nature of the real world. In 
August 1945 President Truman asserted bluntly that “[t]he country was not 
ready for preparedness” in 1939–1941 and that it was “as much to blame as 
any individual in this final situation that developed at Pearl Harbor.” In a 
1943 preface to a selection of diplomatic documents Peace and War, 1931–
1941, the State Department claimed that Roosevelt and Hull “early became 
convinced that the aggressive policies of the Axis powers were directed toward 
an ultimate attack on the United States and that, therefore, our foreign rela-
tions should be so conducted as to give all possible support to the nations 
endeavoring to check the march of Axis aggression.” But because “much of 
popular opinion” did not share this thesis, State explained, U.S. policy “nec-
essarily had to move within the framework of a gradual evolution of public 
opinion in the United States away from the idea of isolation.”40

The terms “isolation” and “isolationist” were used repeatedly for pro-
paganda purpose by defenders of FDR. Thus Walter Johnson, author of a 
1944 study about the prewar “Committee to Defend America by Aiding 
the Allies,” entitled his book The Battle against Isolation. He asserted that 
although the United States had been “a world power since the last decade of 
the nineteenth century,” the American people had been “slow to recognize” 
this fact. According to Johnson, Americans’ “stubborn isolationist sleep” 
resulted in “neglect of their responsibilities to other nations” in the 1930s. In 
the “One World” of the 1940s, he said, that could only bring about repeti-
tion of “the plague of war.”41 Working along parallel lines was the concur-
rent rehabilitation of President Wilson. Thomas A. Bailey’s 1945 volume 
on Woodrow Wilson and the Great Betrayal claimed that “the unwillingness 
or inability of the United States to carry through the promises made in its 
behalf” by Wilson at Paris was nothing short of “catastrophic.” Bailey pro-
duced a rather contorted list of no less than fourteen “betrayals” (perhaps 
an echo of the Fourteen Points?) to argue that America’s failure to break for 
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good with “the ancient path of isolation” meant that the country bore “a very 
considerable share of the blame” for “the ills that befell Europe from 1919 to 
1939.”42 This chimed in with the Administration’s campaign in 1943–1945 
to sell the United Nations to the American people as the country’s “Second 
Chance” after the fiasco of 1919–1920.

Roosevelt’s wartime opponents and his postwar critics vehemently 
rejected the tag “isolationist,” insisting that they favored a policy of 
 “independence” and “non-entanglement,” following the tradition of George 
Washington. Senator Robert Taft said that “isolationist” was a label stuck 
on “anyone who opposed the policy of the moment;” sociologist George 
Lundberg called it a means “to attack a position which nobody holds.” 
Fighting smear with smear, Colonel Robert McCormick, owner of the 
Chicago Tribune, declared that “every traitor calls a patriot an isolationist.”43 
Such protests were unavailing: the label did stick and, with it, the implica-
tion that  opponents of Roosevelt’s foreign policy had been out of touch 
with the real world.

A more subtle response was to argue that, for most of the 1930s, FDR had 
also followed policies otherwise damned as “isolationist.” This was the thrust 
of Charles Beard’s first volume. In fact, Beard argued, only once between 
1933 and 1940 did FDR make “an open break with the policy of neutral-
ity for the United States in European wars”—his “Quarantine Speech” in 
October 1937—and even then he quickly backtracked.44 Beard’s argument 
was later adopted by scholars such as Robert Divine,45 but during the first 
postwar decade it attracted little support. In the era of Marshall Aid and 
NATO, it seemed self-evident that America had finally accepted its historic 
destiny as a world power. Wilson and Roosevelt were represented as pio-
neering “internationalists,” their critics as head-in-the-sand “isolationists.” 
Within that frame of reference, “the roots of isolationism” were researched 
rather as a crop scientist might investigate a diseased plant. During the post-
war decade, the most popular diagnoses were either geographical or ethnic: 
isolationism was depicted as an antiquated method of survival in parts of the 
rural Midwest and the Plains or among introverted groups such as German-
Americans—regions and communities that had become somewhat cut off 
from mainstream national life.46

* * *

Pearl Harbor and the end of “isolationism” constituted a major strand 
of early postwar historiography. Another was the debate about Anglo-
American strategy, which comprised two main elements—when and where 
to launch the Second Front and the controversy about the conduct of the 
war in Northwest Europe.
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On the Second Front: the earliest U.S. memoirs depicted this as a 
 fundamental strategic clash between American advocacy of an early, 
 concentrated invasion of France and the British preference for wearing the 
Axis down in the Mediterranean. Elliott Roosevelt insisted that in 1942–
1943 Churchill had “fought an unceasing battle to avoid a cross-channel 
invasion into Europe . . . He had tried to shift the weight of the offensive so as 
to protect British Empire interests in the Balkans and central Europe against 
his Soviet ally.” Ralph Ingersoll concurred, adding that the clash of strategies 
reflected a deeper difference in approaches to warfare: whereas the Americans 
only “sought to destroy the armed forces of the enemy in the shortest possible 
time . . . the British always mix political with military motives.” There was “no 
such thing as a ‘pure’ British military objective”—using that adjective, he 
stressed, simply in the “chemical” sense of the word.47 Here was a new twist 
to the old theme of innocent Americans and perfidious British.

Not all American writers of the period agreed that Britain advocated an 
essentially “Balkan” strategy or that it showed particular prescience about the 
Cold War. Both Henry Stimson and Robert Sherwood argued that Churchill 
was simply reflecting traditional British interests in the Mediterranean and 
also following his own preference, dating back to Gallipoli in 1915, for a 
peripheral strategy rather than direct, frontal attacks on the enemy—what 
Sherwood in another phrase of studied ambiguity called Churchill’s “in-
curable predilection for ‘eccentric operations.’” But they had no doubt 
that the strategic debate was a story of what Stimson called “persistent and 
 deep-seated differences between partners.”48 So irritated was Churchill by 
these attacks that he took pains in his memoirs to present himself as a con-
sistent exponent of a cross-Channel attack as soon as it was practicable. He 
even added a special chapter to his second volume (1949) to suggest that, as 
early as the grim summer of 1940, he was planning landing craft and artifi-
cial harbors in anticipation of D-Day four years later.49

There was, however, some fancy footwork on the American side as well. 
Eisenhower’s memoirs in 1948 also depicted Churchill as being preoccupied 
with the future of the Balkans. “For this concern,” said Ike, “I had great 
sympathy, but as a soldier I was particularly careful to exclude such con-
siderations from my own recommendations.” It is therefore interesting that 
in April 1946—before the Anglo-American debate had set firm and before 
Ike became a presidential aspirant—he sounded a different note in private. 
Talking to the military journalist Hanson Baldwin, Eisenhower

stressed that he and Marshall consistently pressed for the invasion of Western 
France as the final main means of defeating the Germans but he said that he 
had made two or three great mistakes during the war and that now in retro-
spect this was one of them. Militarily, he said he was right in insisting that the 
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invasion of Western France was then the proper means of defeating Germany 
but politically he now felt that because of the Russian attitude perhaps the 
British were right on insisting upon a Balkans invasion first.50

Ike’s remark about “two or three great mistakes during the war” may 
have given Baldwin the title for his Great Mistakes of the War, published in 
1950. These incisive essays started from the premise that, “unlike the British 
or the Russians,” the American way of war was to fight “for the immediate 
victory, not for the ultimate peace.” But whereas Ingersoll had taken this as 
evidence of British perfidy, Baldwin considered it a mark of sagacity: “dur-
ing World War II our political mistakes cost us the peace.” He argued that 
adoption of British strategy for concentrating on “Southern Europe” could 
have averted Soviet control of Eastern Europe. Instead, the firm commit-
ment at Teheran to operation Overlord “really settled the postwar political 
fate of Eastern Europe.” Baldwin admitted that Churchill “made his share 
of mistakes” during the war but asserted that on the basic strategic issue “the 
British were right and we were wrong.”51 Support for this argument came 
from The Struggle in Europe, a full-scale history of the last year of the war in 
Western Europe published in 1951 by Chester Wilmot, the Australian war 
correspondent. Wilmot agreed that Stalin always “kept his post-war political 
objectives in view,” in contrast with “the American determination to wage 
the war to absolute victory without regard to the political consequences,” 
thereby neglecting “opportunities which developed in the Mediterranean 
and the Balkans.”52 He attracted a particularly ferocious review from Arthur 
M. Schlesinger, Jr., who called this a “preposterous” book, characterized by 
a “violent wrenching of the facts of history” in order to shore up the British 
Empire’s “crumbling sense of national self-confidence.”53

As Schlesinger noted, Churchill’s own memoirs did not claim that in 1943 
he advocated operations in the Balkans or Italy to preempt the Soviets in Central 
Europe: his was essentially a military case based on the opportunities he dis-
cerned there as against Northern France. In April 1950, when Churchill read 
the relevant passages in Great Mistakes, he was incensed by Baldwin’s assertions, 
many of them lifted from Elliott Roosevelt, that he had wanted to mount a 
“Balkan invasion” or “jump eastward into the Balkans,” and he scrawled angry 
annotations in the margin—“rubbish,” “wrong,” even “crazy.” Great Mistakes 
argued that Britain was right about strategy and America was misguided, and 
that it was a refrain of The Second World War, but after 1945 the road to Berlin 
clearly lay across the beaches of Normandy rather than over the mountains of 
Southern Europe. Churchill therefore used his memoirs to portray himself as a 
loyal servant of Overlord, once it became militarily practicable.54

The other big strategic argument, also informed by the Cold War, was 
whether the Western Allies could have beaten the Russians to Berlin in 
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1944–1945. Although not laboring the point, Eisenhower’s memoirs made clear 
his belief at the time, and after, that there was no hope in 1944 “of maintaining 
a force in Germany capable of penetrating to its capital.” They also character-
ized Montgomery’s proposed alternative strategy as a “pencillike thrust” into 
the Ruhr that was totally unrealistic. Ike’s book aroused Monty’s defenders 
in Britain, particularly an anonymous reviewer in the London Sunday Times 
(now identified as Denis Hamilton, writing with Monty’s help and encourage-
ment) who set off a major transatlantic row at the end of 1948. Blasting Ike as 
a “disastrous” field commander, Hamilton insisted that Monty’s plan would 
“have shortened the war” and brought the Western Allies into Berlin, Prague, 
and Vienna before the Russians, thereby creating “a political balance much 
more favorable to an early and stable peace than the actual outcome.”55 In 1951 
General Omar Bradley, Monty’s bitter rival in 1944–1945, entered the lists. 
His memoir contained several unflattering comments on Monty’s arrogance 
as a person and caution as a commander (except for what seemed the bizarre 
brainstorm of the Arnhem operation). Bradley described the overall strategic 
debate as being between the “single” and the “double” thrust, arguing that the 
latter approach, adopted by Eisenhower, maximized the chance of confusing 
the enemy and exploiting the Allies’ superior mobility.56

Wilmot’s Struggle in Europe was the first major British contribution to 
this debate, and it was based on special access to some of Montgomery’s own 
papers. It did not whitewash Monty, admitting his “vanity” and dogmatism; 
a key chapter on “The Lost Opportunity” of Arnhem laid the blame on “the 
British caution about casualties” as well as “the American failure to concen-
trate.” But, overall, Wilmot had no doubt that Ike, whom he called “a suc-
cessful Supreme Commander” of a fractious coalition but not “a successful 
commander in the field,” had squandered the chance “to ensure that the great 
capitals of Central Europe—Berlin, Prague and Vienna—would be liberated 
from Nazi rule by the West.” Wilmot invested this old debate with a mass of 
detail from the British side and framed it in language much more support-
ive of Monty. What Ike called a “pencillike” thrust clearly sounded futile; 
Bradley’s “double” thrust was, almost by definition, likely to be more effective 
than just one. But if, as Wilmot conceptualized it, the alternative to Monty’s 
“single thrust” was Ike’s “broad front,” that suggested something more pon-
derous, lacking aggression and drive.57 Like Baldwin’s antithesis between the 
apolitical Americans, focused only on victory in contrast with their politi-
cally savvy Allies, his dichotomy defined debate for years to come.58

* * *

These controversies about Allied strategy had their diplomatic coun-
terpart in the row over Roosevelt’s doctrine that each Axis power must 
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make an “unconditional surrender,” which he announced during a press 
conference at the Casablanca conference in January 1943. After the war 
Churchill told Robert Sherwood that he heard the phrase “for the first time 
from the President’s lips at the Conference.” He made a similar  comment 
in Parliament in July 1949, adding that FDR had spoken “without consul-
tation with me.” But the following November, after checking the records, 
he admitted that the two of them had discussed the matter during the 
conference and that he had communicated about it with his Cabinet back 
in London.59

Churchill’s postwar attempts to distance himself from unconditional 
surrender reflected the criticism that the policy had by then provoked, espe-
cially from members of the German resistance to Hitler and participants 
in the attempted assassination on July 20, 1944. Ernst von Weizsäcker, 
state secretary in the German Foreign Ministry but also a closet oppo-
nent of the Nazi regime, claimed in his memoirs that the “wretched 
Casablanca formula . . . mobilized the forces of despair in Germany behind 
Hitler,” resulting in a fight to the finish and thus “a vacuum in the heart of 
Europe,” which the Russians were partly able to fill.60 Such criticisms were 
disseminated in the West via Germany’s Underground (1947) by Allen W. 
Dulles—the wartime OSS station chief in Bern, Switzerland, and a prime 
contact of the 1944 plotters61—and through The German Generals Talk 
(1948), a book of interviews conducted by the British military commenta-
tor Basil Liddell Hart. Here and in newspaper articles he argued that “war 
to the bitter end was bound to make Russia ‘top dog’ on the Continent, to 
leave the countries of Western Europe gravely weakened, and to destroy 
any buffer” against the Soviets.62 For his part, Hanson Baldwin con-
demned unconditional surrender as “perhaps the biggest political mistake 
of the war.”63

Not everyone agreed. Arthur M. Schlesinger noted that the doctrine did 
not stop the plotters of July 20, and he emphasized the president’s diplomatic 
imperatives at Casablanca: to reassure Stalin that the Allies would not sign 
a separate peace and to prevent recurrence of Germany’s “stab in the back” 
myth about defeat in 1918.64 The debate about unconditional surrender has 
rumbled on inconclusively ever since and lies well beyond the compass of 
this chapter. The point to underline here is that the main lines of argument 
emerged soon after the war and in the context of a divided Europe very dif-
ferent from what the Allied leaders had imagined in 1944.

* * *

Postwar controversy about the origins of this division came to revolve 
around the Yalta conference of February 1945. Whereas controversy about 
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Anglo-American strategy and diplomacy was largely the preserve of retired 
generals and academic historians, wartime policy toward the Russians 
became a matter of political polemic in the United States. Initially the 
charge that FDR had handed over to the Soviets free countries such as 
Poland and China was confined to a minority of extremist Republicans. 
But it was taken up by much of the GOP after the defeat in the presidential 
election of November 1948 made the previous bipartisan foreign policy 
seem an electoral liability. By the autumn of 1949 the Soviet atomic test 
and the so-called “fall” of China made the Democrats’ policy seem even 
more dubious, while the exposure of Alger Hiss, a senior State Department 
official at Yalta, as a probable Soviet agent focused attention on the con-
ference. In the 1952 campaign, Republican slogans included “Repudiate 
Yalta” and “Liberate the Satellite Countries.”65

Yalta was also entering the battle of the books. In April 1948, Charles 
Beard, concluding President Roosevelt and the Coming of War, asked whether 
the ends achieved had justified FDR’s duplicitous means. The Four Freedoms 
and the Atlantic Charter, Beard said, had not been realized in vast areas of 
Eastern Europe and Asia; victory over Germany and Japan simply ensured 
“the triumph of another totalitarian regime no less despotic and ruthless than 
Hitler’s system, namely Russia.”66 In the summer of 1948, former Roosevelt 
adviser William C. Bullitt wrote two articles for Life magazine asserting 
that the president had erred at Teheran and especially Yalta when, exhausted 
and often unfocused, he “still held to his determination to appease Stalin.” 
Life’s accompanying picture of the conference was captioned “High Tide of 
Appeasement.”67

As a direct response to Bullitt, Edward R. Stettinius, Jr., FDR’s secretary 
of state at Yalta, published Roosevelt and the Russians: The Yalta Conference 
in 1949, which was serialized in Life. Quoting extensively from the offi-
cial record, Stettinius called Yalta “on the whole, a diplomatic triumph” for 
America and Britain and argued that “the Soviet Union made greater con-
cessions,” citing such issues as the United Nations and German reparations. 
He claimed that Roosevelt “did not ‘surrender’ anything significant at Yalta 
which it was within his power to withhold,” given the dominant position of 
the Red Army in Eastern Europe. The conference was “an honest effort” by 
America and Britain “to determine whether or not long-range co-operation 
with the Soviet Union could be attained.” Stettinius insisted that subsequent 
problems were caused not by the Yalta agreements but by “the failure of the 
Soviet Union to honor those agreements.” His defense of FDR was similar to 
that offered by Chamberlainites for Munich as having been essential to test 
for the world whether the other side could be trusted to keep its word.68

Stettinius did not silence the critics. He was particularly vulnerable 
on the Far Eastern agreements promising Chinese and Japanese territory 
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to Stalin, where his defense amounted essentially to saying that “the State 
Department was not a factor” in the negotiations and that “the military 
insisted that the Soviet Union had to be brought into the Japanese war.”69 
In Roosevelt and Hopkins, Robert Sherwood had already conceded that the 
Far East was “the most assailable point in the entire Yalta record,” suggest-
ing that FDR made these concessions because, with the conference almost 
at an end, he was “tired and anxious to avoid further argument.”70 Hanson 
Baldwin, who castigated FDR for a “personalized foreign policy” marked 
more “by idealism and altruism, than by realism,” described Yalta as “per-
haps the saddest chapter in the long history of political futility which the 
war recorded.” The effect of what he called FDR’s policy of “appeasement in 
Asia” was to concede “strategic hegemony in important north-east Asia” and 
“to make Russia a Pacific power.” Yet it was not, said Baldwin, in America’s 
interest to “beg or barter for Russia’s entry into the Pacific war.”71 Chester 
Wilmot, again building on Baldwin, entitled his chapter on Yalta “Stalin’s 
Greatest Victory.”72

The inquest into Yalta, like that into Pearl Harbor, also generated a major 
collection of official documents.73 Although the secret Yalta agreements on 
the Far East were published in February 1946, the Truman Administration 
generally managed to hold the line on further revelations about what had 
happened at the conference. But the situation changed in 1953, with a 
Republican secretary of state and GOP majorities on key congressional 
committees. Senators William Knowland and Styles Bridges (now chair of 
the Senate Appropriations committee) pressed for an increase in the budget 
of the State Department Historical Office. They wanted to accelerate pub-
lication of volumes of documents on twelve wartime conferences and on 
U.S. policy toward China up to 1949, as well as the regular series Foreign 
Relations of the United States (FRUS) for the years 1935–1941. As Senator 
John Bricker made clear, the aim was to expose the Democratic cover-ups 
about Pearl Harbor, the fall of China, and the “secret agreements” made 
by FDR with Churchill and Stalin.74 With equal partisanship, Truman, 
Stettinius, Byrnes, and Harriman all refused to make their papers available 
for the FRUS projects,75 while Senate Democrats tried to block the neces-
sary appropriations. In 1954 the Republicans carried the day. The FRUS 
volume of documents on Yalta, over one thousand pages, was published in 
March 1955—the preface frankly admitting that it was a response to the 
“expressions of interest by several Senators and the Senate Committee on 
Appropriations.”76 The volumes on China for 1942 and 1943 appeared in 
1956 and 1957.

The Republicans’ window of opportunity soon slammed shut, however. 
In January 1955 the Democrats regained control, albeit narrowly, of both 
House and Senate. The FRUS volumes on Potsdam and Teheran did not 
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appear until 1960 and 1961; the 1944 volume on China saw the light of day 
only in 1967. Among wartime conference, the Yalta volume therefore stood 
alone. This had two important consequences for diplomatic historians. On 
the one hand, unlike the Pearl Harbor inquiry, this documentation served to 
dampen controversy: Roosevelt’s critics could not find a smoking gun. On 
the other hand, Yalta became the focus for writing on wartime diplomacy, 
arguably to a far greater extent than was historically justified, as would have 
been clear if the Teheran volume had appeared at the same time.

* * *

The final topic of this chapter is the atomic bomb. Although its use was 
Truman’s responsibility not Roosevelt’s, the Manhattan Project had been 
nurtured by FDR. Moreover, the way the American Establishment sought to 
shape the verdict of history sums up many of the themes of this chapter.

During 1946 the decision to drop two bombs on Japan in August 1945 
generated increasing controversy in America. In March a statement by 
prominent churchmen, including the influential commentator Reinhold 
Niebuhr, publicly condemned the bombings as “morally indefensible.” At the 
end of August the New Yorker, with unwonted earnestness, devoted a whole 
issue to journalist John Hersey’s searing report of interviews with survivors 
in Hiroshima. At the same time, the published report of the U.S. Strategic 
Bombing Survey stated that “certainly prior to December 31, 1945, and in all 
probability prior to November 1, 1945, Japan would have surrendered even 
if the atomic bomb had not been dropped, even if Russia had not entered 
the war, and even if no invasion had been planned or contemplated.” And in 
September, the journalist Norman Cousins, in an editorial in the Saturday 
Review of Books, argued that the evidence of the devastation and the doubts 
about its necessity required Americans to hold their leaders to account. 
Cousins, who had already claimed in print that the bombs were dropped in 
an effort to “checkmate Russian expansion,” asked: “Have we as a people any 
sense of responsibility for the crime of Hiroshima and Nagasaki?”77

James B. Conant, the president of Harvard and FDR’s wartime science 
adviser, was concerned at the mounting tide of criticism. Recalling that in the 
1920s “it became accepted doctrine among a small group of so-called intel-
lectuals who taught in our schools and colleges that the United States had 
made a great error in entering World War I,” he felt in September 1946 that 
“we are in danger of repeating the fallacy.”78 Conant therefore persuaded MIT 
president Karl Compton and, even more significant, former secretary of war 
Henry Stimson to publish articles in support of the decision to drop the atomic 
bomb, which appeared in the Atlantic Monthly in December 1946 and Harper’s 
magazine in February 1947. Both were widely read, with Stimson’s essay being 
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taken as particularly authoritative. In composing it, he and McGeorge Bundy 
(in this case acting as ghostwriter rather than coauthor) were assisted by drafts 
from wartime aides and by material simultaneously being accumulated for 
his memoirs. Although intended to rebut contrary arguments, the article, at 
Conant’s behest, was couched as a cool recitation of facts, buttressed by exten-
sive quotation from contemporary documents. Stimson said his chief aim in 
1945 had been “to end the war in victory with the least possible cost in the 
lives of the men in the armies which I had helped to raise,” at a time when 
there was “a very strong possibility” of Japan fighting to the bitter end. If it 
therefore came to a full-scale invasion of the Japanese home islands, victory 
might be delayed “until the latter part of 1946, at the earliest” and “I was 
informed that such operations might be expected to cost over a million casu-
alties to American forces alone.” That estimate of one million was based on 
no official documentation: “Mac” Bundy later told his biographer that he and 
Stimson simply settled on it as a “nice round figure.”79

Stimson’s article did not still all debate. In Great Mistakes of the War, Hanson 
Baldwin accepted that “we used the bomb for one purpose, and one only . . . to 
hasten victory.” But he argued that as early as the spring of 1945, because of 
submarine blockade and strategic bombing, “the military defeat of Japan was 
certain; the atomic bomb was not needed.” At most, it accelerated Japanese 
readiness to surrender by a matter of weeks.80 Nevertheless, the Stimson arti-
cle became the definitive statement for the defense, lodging the “nice round 
 figure” of one million in the historical literature. Arthur Schlesinger, debating 
Chester Wilmot on the ABC radio network’s “Town Meeting” in April 1952, 
cited it no less than four times to justify the Yalta concessions on the Far East.81 
And over the years the word “casualties”—meaning killed, wounded, prisoners, 
and missing—often became simply “deaths.” The last volume of Churchill’s 
memoirs, for instance, suggested that the total conquest of Japan might well 
have required “the loss of a  million American lives and half that number of 
British.”82 Harry Truman’s memoirs (1955), though more circumspect, also 
opted for a round number: “General Marshall told me that it might cost half 
a million lives to force the enemy’s surrender on his home grounds.”83 The 
Pentagon’s casualty projections in the summer of 1945 have become a matter 
of vexed debate, but most scholars set them much lower.84 Suffice it here to say 
that Stimson’s “over a million casualties” was quoted for years to come. This 
provided a powerful defense for Roosevelt’s readiness to buy Russian entry into 
the Pacific War if the alternative was a holocaust of American lives.

* * *

In this brief survey of how the history of FDR’s war was constructed in 
the decade after his death, I have sought to develop a number of themes. 



25F o r e i g n  P o l i c y  a n d  A m e r i c a n  H i s t o r y

First, to indicate the amount of instant history that appeared so quickly. 
Although the president was not able to emulate Churchill in being his own 
historian, many of his entourage rushed their works into print. Lucrative 
contracts were a major incentive, but most authors were keen to make his-
tory as well as to make money. And, in Robert Sherwood’s Roosevelt and 
Hopkins, we have something close to an official biography of FDR as war 
leader, buttressed by an impressive amount of wartime documents. These 
writers were assisted by the lack of an American Official Secrets Act and 
of detailed government procedures for the vetting of memoirs by ministers, 
officers, or officials. Such structures in Britain blocked or delayed would-be 
 memoirists: Monty, for instance, did not publish until 1958, after he had 
retired from the military—hence his covert cooperation with writers such 
as Denis Hamilton and Chester Wilmot. Churchill was the exception that 
proves the rule: he was given special access to official documents and special 
license to publish them, in part because Whitehall came to view his mem-
oirs as almost the official British history of the war.85

In the United States, much of the important documentation remained 
the property of the president’s former colleagues, and they made it avail-
able to sympathetic scholars, such as Langer and Gleason. Fears of a repeat 
of the revisionism about World War I prompted Establishment figures to 
make a preemptive strike on history, most strikingly in Conant’s sponsoring 
of Stimson’s essay on the atomic bomb. However, FDR’s critics gained two 
major coups in forcing into print a large amount of material in the Pearl 
Harbor inquiry of 1946 and in the State Department volume on Yalta in 
1955. In both cases, publication was a response to partisan politics, but as 
a consequence, historical debate became permanently skewed. The duplici-
tous way the Roosevelt and Truman Administrations tried to manage the 
Pearl Harbor documents encouraged conspiracy theorists who remained 
obsessed with December 1941, while the early appearance of the Yalta docu-
ments helped perpetuate an exaggerated emphasis on Yalta as against the 
Teheran conference of 1943.

In other areas, new documentation from overseas also opened up 
debate. Memoirs and documents about the German resistance to Hitler, 
for instance, proved grist to the mill for critics of FDR’s policy of uncondi-
tional surrender. But probably the biggest influence on the early historiog-
raphy of Roosevelt’s foreign policy was current diplomacy. Debates about 
the Mediterranean strategy, unconditional surrender, and the Yalta confer-
ence intensified in 1949–1950 against the backdrop of a divided Europe, 
the Chinese revolution, and the Korean War. On all these matters, the 
developing Cold War enabled Roosevelt’s critics such as Hanson Baldwin 
to cast plausible doubt on his policies. In other areas of historical debate, 
however, the Cold War had the opposite effect. For instance, “isolationism” 
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came to seem almost incredible in the era of an Atlantic alliance, global 
American bases, and a Soviet atomic bomb. In general, the controversy 
about Pearl Harbor faded fairly quickly in the late 1940s, other than among 
a group of diehard revisionists, in contrast to growing debate about FDR’s 
conduct in 1943–1945.

Since 1955, of course, a vast amount more has been written about 
Roosevelt’s war. During the 1960s the official archives were opening up, 
though many early scholars followed the patterns and issues framed by this 
first decade of historiography—revisiting isolationism, unconditional sur-
render, or Yalta. But the so-called New Left approach to American diplo-
matic history offered a different way of looking at the whole story, and an 
early example of its application to the Roosevelt era was Lloyd Gardner’s 
Economic Aspects of New Deal Diplomacy. Whereas earlier writings had 
generally claimed or implied that American policy from Pearl Harbor 
to Yalta was reactive to international conditions, these historians argued 
that the Roosevelt Administration had its own expansionist agenda. This 
strongly ideological approach to American foreign policy effected a para-
digm shift in the historiography, though one that was, and still remains, 
controversial.86

The light of history is, of course, ever-changing. As Churchill observed 
in 1940: “In one phase men seemed to have been right, in another they seem 
to have been wrong. Then again, a few years later, when the perspective of 
time has lengthened, all stands in a different setting. There is a new propor-
tion. There is another scale of values.”87 In that sense, Arthur Schlesinger 
was surely right in 1949 when he said that the contemporary writings 
on Roosevelt were rather like trying to pronounce “a final judgment” on 
Lincoln at the beginning of Reconstruction.88 Nevertheless, what this chap-
ter suggests is that it helps to write history soon after the events in question, 
because the early light often endures, illuminating a path for future genera-
tions. As Henry Stimson put it in his 1948 memoirs, “history is often not 
what actually happened but what is recorded as such.”89
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FDR and the 
“World-Wide Arena”
Alan K. Henrikson

Franklin D. Roosevelt was the only World War II leader to fight 
a truly global war. He had an exceptionally integrated concept, and under-
standing, of what he termed the “world-wide arena”—and of the central 
place, and central role, of the United States in it. It was an ideological role 
as well as a geopolitical role. In an address at the University of Virginia in 
Charlottesville on June 10, 1940, the day Italy declared war on France, with 
Nazi German forces already approaching Paris and seemingly capable of 
driving through to the Atlantic, the president said: “Perception of danger, 
danger to our institutions, may come slowly or it may come with a rush and 
a shock as it has to the people of the United States in the past few months. 
This perception of danger, danger in a worldwide area—it has come to us 
clearly and overwhelmingly—we perceive the peril in a worldwide arena, an 
arena that may become so narrowed that only the Americas will retain the 
ancient faiths.” He warned—especially those still inclined to think and vote 
as “isolationists”—that the United States could “become a lone island, a lone 
island in a world dominated by the philosophy of force,” with “the contemp-
tuous, unpitying masters of other continents” feeding it through the bars of 
its hemispheric “prison.” Its “freedom,” of movement and even of intellect 
and spirit, would be lost.1 This was Roosevelt’s basic geographic-cartographic 
frame—his “mental map,” so to speak.2 Neither Winston Churchill, despite 
the wide (though fragmented) area of the British Empire, nor Josef Stalin, 
despite the many time zones that the U.S.S.R. spanned across the Eurasian 
continent, had a comparable “global” view. Nor did most Americans have 
such a view when the war in Europe and then in the Pacific—after the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941—began. By the end of 
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the war, they did. This carried over into their view of the future world order 
in general. President Roosevelt’s geographical vision and its associated ideals 
framed, and also morally fired, theirs.

There were many elements in Roosevelt’s global strategic imagination. A 
key element was his transcendence of the traditional “landsman’s view” and 
also his own “seaman’s view,” conventionally represented for most Americans 
as well as the U.S. Navy by the Equator-based Mercator’s projection. He wel-
comed, and espoused, the new “airman’s view” that had already entered into 
so much of American popular culture. The aerial frontier was still mostly 
to be conquered, although American aviator heroes, notably Charles A. 
Lindbergh, had flown into the empyrean unknown and had stepped out 
safely on foreign shores. President Roosevelt, catching the enthusiasm, had 
in 1934 designated December 17—the date of Wilbur and Orville Wright’s 
historic first flights at Kitty Hawk in 1903—as National Aviation Day. It 
was a day of remembrance but also of “feasting and rejoicing,” in the words 
of Senator Hiram Bingham—an almost religious reconsecration of man’s 
effort to reach, through further technological miracles, a higher plane of 
being as well as a higher national vantage.3

Figure 2.1 The President’s Globe. 
Source: Courtesy Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library.
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North to the Orient, the title of a recounting by Anne Morrow Lindbergh 
of a flight that she and her husband Charles made, by stages, from 
Washington, DC, to Japan and China, helped to focus American popular 
attention in a new direction: up toward and over the Arctic, and beyond.4 
The most direct routes from the continental United States to the countries 
of Asia, as can readily be seen by looking at the top of a globe, extend on 
great-circle lines across the north polar region. As the involvement of the 
United States in the war against Germany, Italy, and Japan increased, a 
new unifying “picture” of the different theaters of present and future U.S. 
 military battles was needed.

This need for a sharper visualization was filled by the North Pole-centered 
azimuthal equidistant projection. Polar projections appeared in magazines, 
most prominently in Fortune, and also in many newspapers. These exhib-
ited, as words alone never could, the interconnection of continents, “closely” 
arrayed around the Arctic Ocean, and also the continuity of the war’s 
 operations—especially from an American perspective, as the United States 
occupied a newly “central” position.5 This was truly “One World, One War,” 
as the wartime cartographer Richard Edes Harrison titled one of his vivid 

Figure 2.2 One World, One War.
Source: From Richard Edes Harrison, Look at the World ©1944. Courtesy of Fortune and Richard Edes 
Harrison by permission of Ross Granville Harrison III and Samuel Edes Harrison.
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Fortune maps.6 These were seen by many Americans and were adapted by 
the U.S. government for training and other purposes.7 Americans learned 
that the shortest supply lines to Europe as well as to Asia were northward 
ones, traveled by air, via Newfoundland and up to Alaska and beyond toward 
Siberia. A much wider panorama now opened across the world’s top. The new 
northerly supply routes, although they could not and did not carry the large 
volume of weapons and other heavier materials, or of course the thousands 
of personnel, that were carried across the traditional Atlantic and Pacific 
 shipping lanes, did carry vital items that needed to be transported quickly—
and also important emissaries from and to the United States. The limited, 
though growing use of the new routes suggested nothing less than a future 
revolution in the world’s transportation system and traffic pattern. The pros-
pect of transpolar air travel created expectations of postwar commerce and 
social exchange, as well as military and political communication, that would 
make the world’s North a global “Arctic Mediterranean.” Even during the 
war, there were futuristic graphic imaginings of direct nonstop flights from 
cities in the United States to Tokyo, Singapore, Moscow, and Zanzibar! I 
have called this projective way of thinking “Air-Age Globalism.”8

The first objective, certainly that of the president, was to win the war. 
It was not clear to Americans, whose geopolitical tradition was one of 

Figure 2.3 Arctic Arena. 
Source: From Richard Edes Harrison, Look at the World ©1944. Courtesy of Fortune and Richard Edes 
Harrison by permission of Ross Granville Harrison III and Samuel Edes Harrison.
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hemispheric isolation and reliance on the European balance of power, how 
this actually could be done. Roosevelt’s own “grand strategy” was, at first, 
mostly reactive. He was defensive and, though defiant, somewhat imitative. 
He initially attempted to match, conceptually as well as militarily, what 
Japan, Germany, and Italy appeared to be attempting with their global 
linkup, making operational their 1936 Anti-Comintern Pact and 1940 
Tripartite Pact. To an extent, his world strategy—though its geographical 
scope and practical detail were probably greater—mirrored their’s. World 
policy contra world policy.9

In a fireside chat on December 9, 1941, two days after Pearl Harbor, 
President Roosevelt said: “The course that Japan has followed for the past 
ten years in Asia has paralleled the course of Hitler and Mussolini in Europe 
and Africa. Today, it has become more than a parallel. It is a collaboration 
so well calculated that all the continents of the world, and all the oceans, 
are now considered by the Axis strategists as one gigantic battlefield.” The 
United States, as part of this single world arena, was no longer insulated 
and secure. “We have learned,” Roosevelt said, “that our ocean-girt hemi-
sphere is not immune from severe attack—that we cannot measure safety in 
terms of miles on any map any more.” Germany and Japan were conducting 
their military and naval operations according to “a joint plan.” All peoples 
and nations not helping the Axis powers were “common enemies,” each and 
every one of them. “That is their simple and obvious grand strategy. That 
is why the American people must realize that it can be matched only with 
similar grand strategy.” Just as Japanese successes against the United States 
are “helpful” to German operations in Libya, so is the United States helped 
by guerrilla warfare against the Germans in Serbia or Norway, by a success-
ful Russian offensive against the Germans, and by British successes on land 
or sea “in any part of the world.”10 How U.S. forces would fit into, and even 
“join,” these distant and diverse efforts had yet to be defined.

In fact, as we now know better, the leaders of Japan, Germany, and Italy 
did not see the world as an integrated strategic whole, or “one gigantic bat-
tlefield.” Their efforts, and even their designs, were more segmented. But 
Roosevelt came to see the world this way, and through him, so did many 
Americans, and, progressively, also the leaders and publics of countries that 
were allied with the United States. That is part of his legacy.

The Sources and Nature of 
Roosevelt’s Global Understanding

One cannot know, ultimately, what made Franklin Roosevelt the global 
thinker that he was or became. His boyhood interests and early career 
surely contributed to his mature outlook. As a teenager he read the works of 
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Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan on British and American “sea power.” He was 
an avid recreational sailor and, even before becoming assistant secretary of 
the navy during World War I, a traveler, mainly to Europe. He had served as 
a councilor of the American Geographical Society and worked closely with its 
director, Isaiah Bowman—“Roosevelt’s Geographer,” a recent biographer has 
called him.11 As president, he was the world’s most famous stamp collector—
possibly a solace, given his physical infirmity, but also, very probably, a sup-
plier of his historical-geographical imagination. “Since you collect stamps,” 
William Bullitt once wrote to him, “you don’t need to look at the map.”12 
He was in fact a skilled map reader, fancier, visualizer, and sketcher—as his 
creation of the Map Room in the White House attests. The huge 50-inch 
“President’s globe” that he had in his office also attests to geographical and 
cartographic interests and facility. This globe, the largest detailed military 
globe ever made, was prepared in the Map Division of the Office of Strategic 
Services and was given to the president by General George C. Marshall as 
a Christmas present in 1942.13 Apart from its unprecedented size, it was 
unusual in not being mounted in the standard way on a fixed or swiveled 
axis. Instead, it was cradled so as to be capable of “universal” movement at the 
flip of a hand—ideal for obtaining a “flexible” view, a literally global view.

Roosevelt’s mind was filled with specific geographical knowledge. His 
knowledge of places—those he had visited or otherwise knew about—was 
formidable. Some commentators, rather amazingly, have said: “Geography 
was not Roosevelt’s strong point.”14 Indeed he could sometimes be vague 
about particular locations and features—for example, the Ljubljana Gap, 
of whose significance a British observer thought he was only too dimly 
aware. (The observer was Churchill’s assistant, William Deakin, a Balkan 
specialist.)15 Nonetheless, even by the standards of European leaders, 
 officials, and experts, Roosevelt was exceptionally well informed about 
world geography—and the relationships between continents and places on 
them. He was not just informed, he was informing. With his exceptional 
knowledge and understanding, he shaped his colleagues’, the country’s, and, 
eventually, as can be demonstrated, even mankind’s worldview.

He did so with enjoyment as well as purpose. His children used to 
play games with him, to try to stump him with names of places he had 
never heard of. They rarely succeeded. He, too, played geography games, 
sometimes even in public. Once, when leaving on a short cruise, he told 
a group of newspaper reporters “a cock and bull story” about visiting the 
Andaman Islands, the Celebes Islands, and the South Shetland Islands. “To 
this I added the possibility of visiting the ‘Cherable Isles,’” as he confessed 
in a note to Archibald MacLeish, Librarian of Congress. “One or two of 
the newspaper men sent the story in just as I had given it to them and it 
was printed in a number of papers by desk editors who had never learned 
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geography.” FDR was actually “in a bit of a quandary himself” over this. 
His “dim  recollection” was that the name “Cherable Isles” came from one of 
Edward Lear’s Nonsense poems. But he couldn’t find it in Lear. The Library 
of Congress staff couldn’t either, in Lear or elsewhere.16

Whatever blind spots that may have occurred when it came to  pinpointing 
places or recalling their names, Franklin Roosevelt was geographically phe-
nomenal in his spatial understanding and factual awareness. What is even 
more remarkable is that this characteristic of his mind communicated itself, 
at a distance, to people who did not know him. As one visiting European 
scholar remarked, Roosevelt’s understanding of “the relationships of cli-
mate, geography, economics, soil, politics, and cultural tradition almost by 
instinct [make] the President a ‘one-man Institute of Geopolitics.’”17

Those who knew him best readily testify on this point. Sumner Welles, 
his longtime family friend and his closest diplomatic collaborator as under 
secretary of state, stated simply: “His knowledge of geography was excep-
tional and his grasp of the principles of geopolitics almost instinctive.”18 
Vice President Henry A. Wallace, the former secretary of agriculture and 
wartime head of the Board of Economic Warfare recalled that perhaps

the most startling of all the intimate qualities of his mind was his spectacular 
spatial memory. He could remember strange streets, bays, oceans, harbors, 
countrysides with almost total visual recall. During the war his knowledge 
of maps, distances and physical barriers was invaluable. (Usually, he was 
right, but sometimes he was wrong.) He remembered the depths of waters on 
marine charts, the heights of mountains, the quality of roads and highways. 
He loved to draw plans of buildings; he drew rough ones for the construction 
and placing of many a new building in Washington. Some he loved; others, 
like the Pentagon, he loathed.

This quality he extended to his vision of America, as a country. No man 
saw the nation more clearly as a geographic whole than Roosevelt did. He 
thought of it in terms of watersheds and rivers rather than in terms of states. 
He could catch great geophysical ideas quicker than any other man with 
whom I worked in the government.19

This matter of Franklin Roosevelt’s observed “instinct” for  geographical 
thought and action merits analysis. Clearly, he seems to have had a  remarkable 
spatial sense, but more than that: an expansiveness of thought, an ability to 
extrapolate from his knowledge, and to extend in scope the ideas he held. 
His was far from being only a passive knowledge. It was active knowledge, 
gained and expressed dynamically.

He had an uncanny sense of orientation. In a sense, he didn’t need a 
map—at least he often felt he didn’t. “FDR was proud of his skill as a 
dead-reckoning navigator among the rocks, shoals, swirling currents, and 
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fickle winds of the northeastern United States and eastern Canada—a skill 
 involving intuition, the intangible feel for conditions, inspired guesswork, 
and luck,” as the historian Gaddis Smith has written.20 His was not just a 
situational awareness, a feeling for local conditions. It was spatial imagina-
tion on a grand scale, an ability to conceive of the larger dynamics of things 
and to anticipate their movement, nearby and also far away. His was truly a 
kind of projective-imaginative genius.

One cannot help but speculate about what effect Roosevelt’s partial phys-
ical paralysis may have had on his natural mental gifts. There may have been 
a mutually supportive relationship, a synergism, at the level of psychology 
as well as of physiology. His enforced relative immobility may actually have 
reinforced the remarkable mobility of his spatial imagination, and also his 
desire for action and to see action—despite his handicap. “On many trips,” 
recalled White House physician Vice Admiral Ross T. McIntire, “where his 
eager interest insisted on seeing some place that could not be reached by car 
or boat, we made a cradle of our hands and carried him, but even then it 
never occurred to any of us to think of him as helpless.”21

Nonetheless, after contracting polio, he could not so easily go out into the 
world—a constraint imposed also by the presidency and living in the White 
House. He thus had to remember the places he had been, what he had seen, 
and what he had done. He conjectured knowingly from his past, sometimes 
much earlier experience. He also eagerly gathered current news and intel-
ligence, often from personal reports he received from visitors who came to 
see him. These visitors not only included his ambassadors stationed abroad 
or internationally informed government officials such as Welles. They also 
included myriad complete outsiders, including a number of foreign corre-
spondents—the left-oriented American journalist-scholar-adventurer Louis 
Fischer being one example. Of course, his principal “eyes and ears” were those 
of his wife, Eleanor Roosevelt, who traveled frequently and famously.22

It should not be forgotten that the president, despite his infirmity, 
himself traveled across much of the globe during World War II—by ship, 
to Argentia Bay off Newfoundland for his “Atlantic” conference with 
Churchill, for example, but mostly by air, to the much more distant meet-
ing sites of Casablanca, Cairo, Teheran, and Yalta. He also traveled in the 
vast Pacific theater where he once journeyed by sea to Hawaii to meet 
General Douglas MacArthur and Admiral Chester Nimitz. Somewhat 
amused but also irritated by the recurrent speculation as to why he didn’t 
appoint a single supreme commander for the whole Pacific, as was done 
in Europe with General Dwight D. Eisenhower, and instead worked with 
the two commanders MacArthur and Nimitz, Roosevelt stressed the enor-
mous difference in scale. “Our typewriter strategists,” he remarked, “ought 
to take a primary course in oceanography. None of them seems to realize 
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that the Pacific covers 66,634,000 square miles.” After the Pearl Harbor 
 consultation, he sailed on to the remote Adak in the “stormy, fog-bound” 
Aleutian Islands. When his party finally returned to Washington, “after 
journeying 13,912 miles, he was in better shape than when we left,” his 
physician Dr. McIntire observed. By contrast, his trip to Malta, by sea, and 
then onward to Yalta, by air, at the beginning of 1945 clearly was taxing for 
him. Nevertheless, though for the first time choosing to sit when he spoke 
to Congress to report afterward, he insisted: “Yes, I returned from the trip 
refreshed and inspired—the Roosevelts are not, as you may suspect, averse 
to travel. We seem to thrive on it.”23

For the United States more than for any other country, World War II 
was a war of distances, and the president himself traveled many of them. So, 
too, did his various emissaries—Harry Hopkins, Wendell Willkie, Henry 
Wallace, and others. Military strategy and foreign policy and their conduct 
require a profound mastery of distance—not just physical distance but also 
political distance, economic distance, cultural distance, and psychological 
distance.24 Franklin D. Roosevelt was a unique master of them all.

Among the American presidents before him, he had no peer in this 
respect. Not even George Washington, a professional surveyor. Not Thomas 
Jefferson, who sent out Lewis and Clark across the continent, and John 
Ledyard on a failed mission to encircle the world. Not even John Quincy 
Adams, whose well-stocked and expansive intellect combined with prior 
diplomatic experience in France, England, Prussia, the Netherlands, and 
Russia, enabled him to see the North American continent “from the outside 
in,” from various angles. None grasped the essentials of global strategy as 
Franklin Roosevelt did.

Even his cousin Theodore, who was perhaps the first U.S. president to 
have a genuine sense of a global balance of power and of how regional power 
balances fitted within it, was not so multidimensionally cognizant in his 
understanding of the world’s essential unity, not merely of the “arena” of 
military strife. Certainly President Woodrow Wilson, though he too had to 
lead the fight in a world war with operations in the Atlantic and some in the 
Pacific as well, was not truly “globally” minded, for all of his studiousness 
and universalist principles. Franklin Roosevelt, of course, learned from all 
of these predecessors, especially his Republican cousin and his Democratic 
chief, but he outlearned and, particularly, outtaught them all.

From a World-Picture to 
a World-Philosophy

What is most important historically, in terms of Roosevelt’s continuing 
 legacy, is that he shared his geographically based global understanding and 
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imagination with the peoples of the United States and the world. At the 
very base of his thinking was a global mental map, as described above. On 
this foundation lay a blueprint of world order, as yet somewhat inchoate in 
Roosevelt’s mind but already definite in its essential content. The two—the 
map and the vision—were connected. His global idealism had a solid basis 
in world realities as he knew and experienced them.

During the war, he drew a world map for Americans and others with his 
words as well as through his travels. The photographic and cinematic record 
of the presidential trips, as well as the journalistic cartography occasioned 
by them, supplemented the powerful reportage by war correspondents and 
military analysts of the “world-wide arena” of the  president’s rhetoric. His 
chosen medium was the airwaves—the newest way of mastering distance 
and reaching others’ minds. He would draw sound-pictures of the globe in 
the heads of a mass listenership.

In a radio talk on February 23, 1942, six weeks after Pearl Harbor, 
President Roosevelt gave the country what can only be called a geography 
lesson. In planning this fireside address, he decided to use maps—not just 
his own, mounted behind him as he spoke from the White House, but 
those in the hands of his remote audience as well. “I love maps,” he once 
said. “I have a map mind and I can explain things.”25 FDR’s reasoning, in 

Figure 2.4 “Progress of the War,” Fireside Chat, February 23, 1942.
Source: Courtesy Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library.
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giving a graphically explanatory war message to the country, was that if 
the American people could be made first to visualize the basic geostrategic 
necessities of the conflict, they would later be much more likely to under-
stand, and to approve, his conduct of it—in particular, sending American 
boys to fight outside the continental United States, far beyond the expansive 
(and expandable) limits of the Western Hemisphere—the policy sphere of 
the Monroe Doctrine.26

To one of his speechwriters, Judge Samuel Rosenman, the president out-
lined his lesson plan:

I’m going to ask the American people to take out their maps. I’m going to 
speak about strange places that many of them never heard of—places that are 
now the battlefield for civilization. I am going to ask the newspapers to print 
maps of the whole world. I want to explain to the people something about 
geography—what our problem is and what the overall strategy of this war 
has to be. I want to tell it to them in simple terms of ABC so that they will 
understand what is going on and how each battle fits into the picture. I want 
to explain this war in laymen’s language; if they understand the problem and 
what we are driving at, I am sure that they can take any kind of bad news 
right on the chin.27

Roosevelt’s radio message, delivered on February 23, was probably the 
most effective fireside chat he gave during his wartime presidency. When he 
delivered his preannounced lecture, millions of American families where sit-
ting near their radios prepared to follow his words on maps spread out before 
them.28 “This war is a new kind of war,” he told them. “It is different from 
all other wars of the past, not only in its methods and weapons but also in 
its geography. It is warfare in terms of every continent, every island, every 
air lane in the world.” Repeatedly telling his listeners, “Look at your map,” 
he pointed out to them “the world-encircling battle lines” of the war and 
explained their importance. “We must all understand and face the hard fact 
that our job now is to fight at distances which extend all the way around the 
globe,” he declared. “We fight at these vast distances because that is where 
our enemies are.”

If the Southwest Pacific were entirely cut off and taken over, he went 
on to explain, Japan would then be in a position to launch attacks against 
South, Central, and North America and also could move in the other direc-
tion through the Indian Ocean into India, Africa, and the Near East, there 
to join hands with Germany and Italy. If the Mediterranean fell to the fas-
cists, the whole coast of West Africa would be overrun—“putting Germany 
within easy striking distance of South America.” These potential aggressions, 
which were intercontinental in scope, obviously could not be prevented by 
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adopting the isolationists’ strategy of pulling American ships and planes into 
home waters and concentrating on “last-ditch defense,” he emphasized.

For anyone who continued to think in these outmoded terms, the  president 
had nothing but ridicule and scorn. “Those Americans who believed that we 
could live under the illusion of isolationism,” he said, with mockery in his 
voice,

wanted the American eagle to imitate the tactics of the ostrich. Now, many 
of those same people, afraid that we may be sticking our necks out, want our 
national bird to be turned into a turtle. But we prefer to retain the eagle as it 
is—flying high and striking hard.

I know that I speak for the mass of American people when I say that we 
reject the turtle policy and will continue increasingly the policy of carrying 
the war to the enemy in distant lands and distant waters—as far away as pos-
sible from our home grounds.29

In this speech, despite its “offensive” thrust and tone, the president was 
in fact covering for major military setbacks that had been suffered by the 
Allies—most recently, the fall of the key British base at Singapore to Japanese 
forces. His geography lesson did not yet express a real grand strategy, well 
thought-out and ready to be implemented, but, rather, his opposition to the 
residue of isolationism in the United States and to the apparently global 
designs of the Axis powers. In that respect his outline was negative rather 
than positive. In another sense, however, as a framework of understanding 
for the worldwide struggle that was to come, with the various theaters inte-
grated in an emerging U.S. global geostrategy, it was as concrete a statement 
as he then could make. It was powerfully graphic—ideographic as well as 
geographic.

Roosevelt’s linkage, in his February 23 fireside chat, of the words 
“battlefield” and “civilization,” in the unified phrase “the battlefield for 
civilization,” makes the key transition, which I have underscored at the 
outset, from geography to ideology. For him, the map was an “idea.” In 
his speeches he set out a geospatial framework—a worldwide one—for 
the higher, longer-term, even planetary “goals” of the war, far beyond its 
military objectives. This subject, relatively unstudied by historians, of the 
relationship of geographical thinking to higher diplomatic, political, and 
philosophical thinking, particularly that concerning international “peace 
aims”—or “Purposes” such as those articulated later in the United Nations 
Charter (Chapter I, Article 1)—is demonstrated by the statesmanship of 
Franklin Roosevelt with particular force and clarity. Through FDR’s rhet-
oric, his global thinking, on a geographical plane, reemerged as universal 
thinking on an ideological plane. His world-picture thus became his, and 
others’, world-philosophy.
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Proclaiming the Four Freedoms 
“Everywhere in the World”

Let me briefly illustrate this imaginative and rhetorical-linguistic process by 
referring to a specific text, one that antedates the entry of the United States 
into the war but nevertheless carried its meaning into the postwar period 
and serves as an inspiration for mankind even today. This was Roosevelt’s 
“Four Freedoms” speech—his annual message delivered to Congress on 
January 6, 1941. The ideas in it were abstract. Listeners, however, knew 
what he meant; they could relate his large ideas to their lives. They were 
assisted in this soon afterward by the Saturday Evening Post artist Norman 
Rockwell, whose magazine illustrations of the “Four Freedoms” gave these 
very American blessings a homely near-universality.30

In redrafting this text, Roosevelt modified the language in a way that 
enlarged its geographical scope, making its field of application more truly 
global—by emphasizing its relevance “everywhere in the world.” His edit-
ing, which can be seen in his hand, broadens the text’s philosophical-moral 
meaning, even though he was, no doubt, in part just using his device of 
verbal repetition for greater aural effect. His substitution of the term 
“world” for the word “international” when referring to his third and fourth 
 freedoms—“freedom from want” and “freedom from fear”—was  significant. 
It was not just a rhetorical but a substantive change. It had the effect of 
expanding these ideas, generalizing them, lifting them from the lower-level 
context of interstate relations to a global level. It connoted comprehensive-
ness, or all-inclusiveness, and not only worldwide physical extent. Individuals 
and peoples along with places—nations as well as governments—would be 
encompassed.

The following is the pertinent passage from the fifth draft of the 
 president’s speech. It shows the changes that he made in pencil—again, as 
noted, partly for rhetorical effect but also to highlight the broader unifor-
mity of his vision:

The third is freedom from want – which translated into international [crossed 
out by FDR and changed by him to “world”] terms means economic under-
standings which will secure to every nation everywhere [crossed out] a healthy 
peace time life for its inhabitants – everywhere in the world [dash and phrase 
added].

The fourth is freedom from fear – which translated into international 
[crossed out by FDR and changed by him to “world”] terms means a world-
wide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fashion 
that no nation anywhere [crossed out] will be in a position to commit an act 
of physical aggression against any neighbor –anywhere in the world [dash and 
phrase added].



Figure 2.5 Fifth Draft of FDR’s “Four Freedoms” Speech. 
Source: Courtesy Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library.
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That kind of a world is the very antithesis of the so-called “new order” 
which the dictators seek to create at the point of a gun [crossed out and replaced 
with “with the crash of a bomb”] in Europe and in Asia.

To that “new order” we oppose the greater conception, [– dash replacing 
a comma] the moral order. A good society is able to face schemes of world 
domination and foreign revolutions alike without fear. It has no need either 
for the one or for the other.31

President Roosevelt’s “freedom from fear”-throughout-the-world notion 
became an ideological, as well as a merely geographical, basis for his admin-
istration’s plans for a postwar order—a new, world order. Most of these 
concepts, somewhat further specified and differently enumerated, were 
expressed by President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill in 
the Atlantic Charter, an eight-point statement produced at their meeting off 
Newfoundland on August 14, 1941.32 When asked afterward if there also 
would be a “Pacific Charter,” addressing the concerns of Asia, Roosevelt 
said that it was called the Atlantic Charter because it was concluded in the 
Atlantic but that the scope of its meaning was universal. This was true, and 
it remains so to this day. When on January 1, 1942, following Congress’s 
declaration of war against Japan and its recognition that war existed with 
Germany and Italy (when on December 11 those two countries declared war 
on the United States), the text of the Atlantic Charter was easily transformed 
into the Declaration by United Nations, a set of principles for a much broader 
coalition. As such, it was subscribed to by a majority of the countries of the 
world, not just the wider “Free World,” as it was already then often being 
called, but also a world including Soviet Russia. The fact that Joseph Stalin 
would, and did, sign the Atlantic Charter’s democratic principles—not just 
“the final destruction of the Nazi tyranny” but also an assurance of peace 
afterward in which “all the men in all the nations may live out their lives in 
freedom from fear and want”—was a hopeful sign, considering Soviet terri-
torial designs and demands.33 The possible long-term global significance of 
the Atlantic Charter’s principles, incorporating most of the Four Freedoms, 
was, at least for Franklin Roosevelt, clear beyond doubt.

“One World” Programs of 
the Rooseveltians

President Roosevelt’s perception, so well articulated by him in many war-
time statements, of the essential unity of the earth and its relation to man-
kind’s problems can also be seen as a strong influence upon the thinking 
of Rooseveltians, both in and out of government. Among the most notable 
are Henry Wallace, vice president in Roosevelt’s third term, and Sumner 
Welles, under secretary of state until late 1943. It is no accident that their 
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own global proposals had a strong Rooseveltian frame, for they were 
both, though very different minds, inspired and instructed by him. Even 
the “One World” of the title of the best-selling book by the Republican 
Wendell Willkie,  published by Willkie following his round-the-world trip, 
has a Rooseveltian provenance, for it was President Roosevelt who sent his 
1940 political  challenger on that mission. “When I say that peace must be 
planned on a world basis,” Willkie wrote in One World, “I mean quite liter-
ally that it must embrace the earth. Continents and oceans are plainly only 
parts of a whole, seen, as I have seen them, from the air.”34

While the ideas of some of these personalities, particularly the some-
times utopian Wallace, were mocked by Clare Boothe Luce and others as 
“globaloney,” their globalist concepts were nonetheless usually given logical, 
strategic, and even organizational expression, if sometimes only in blueprint 
form. Some of their notions had real, practical applicability.

Here are just two examples. First, Vice President Wallace’s proposal, 
made to Roosevelt in the middle of the war, for a postwar United Nations 
Organization that would include: “Internationalization of worldwide air-
ports for use by the United Nations.”35 In introducing this quintessentially 
Air-Age proposal, Wallace wrote: “Dear Mr. President: Most schemes for 
postwar organizations of the United Nations take in so much territory that 
it is difficult to see how they will work. I want to make this suggestion for 
your thinking.”36 (One is here reminded of perhaps the main reason why 
FDR, rather surprisingly, chose the visionary and experimental Wallace, a 
secretary of agriculture, to run with him as vice presidential nominee in 
1940. “He’s not a mystic,” Roosevelt said. “He’s a philosopher. He’s got 
ideas. He thinks right. He’ll help the people think.”37)

In a June 1943 article in the New York Times, “Freedom of the Air—a 
Momentous Issue,” Vice President Wallace declared: “The inescapable fact 
is that solution of the air problem is absolutely indispensable to solution of 
the problem of world peace.” He repeated the suggestions he recently had 
been making for “creation of an international air authority to regulate the 
air commerce between nations, internationalizing of large airports, relying 
upon the air arm of an international security force as the most effective 
means of keeping the peace, and utilizing personnel already trained in mili-
tary aviation in the operation of commercial airways.” His suggestions were 
“not intended to be final answers,” he wished to make clear, but rather were 
intended “to indicate the general direction in which our own aviation poli-
cies and those of other countries ought to go when we reach the stage of 
post-war reconstruction.”38

The idea that Wallace outlined for a postwar international air authority, 
though very considerably curtailed, both by the opposition of the British and 
other governments and by the resistance of U.S. private air carriers, did have 
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consequences. It contributed, in part because of his own  persistent advocacy 
both as vice president and as chairman of the Board of the Economic Warfare, 
to the deliberations leading to the negotiation of a limited international 
regime for civil aviation at the 1944 Chicago Aviation Conference. There 
was even considerable wartime interest, though not emanating directly from 
Wallace, in creating under the auspices of a United Nations Organization 
an “international” air force.39 One can see a faint remnant of this idea in 
the provision of the eventually adopted UN Charter, in Chapter VII, for 
member countries, on the initiative of the Security Council, to make  “special 
agreements” to contribute for the maintenance of international peace and 
security “armed forces, assistance, and facilities, including rights of passage.” 
To date, however, no such practical “special agreements,” though occasionally 
 proposed, have been concluded.40

From Sumner Welles, even after his complete falling out with Secretary 
of State Cordell Hull in 1943, which led to his resignation, came some 
magisterial, powerfully coherent ideas, inspired by FDR but even more lib-
eral than his chief ’s, for a postwar international organization. Welles, along 
with Leo Pasvolsky, initiated the State Department’s planning for peace.41 It 
was a process that President Roosevelt initially resisted for fear of having his 
hands tied politically, in case the course of the war should necessitate a shift of 
policy. Nonetheless, they communicated and collaborated closely. What the 
two men in particular shared was an enthusiasm for Pan American coopera-
tion, strengthened on the president’s part by his voyage to the Buenos Aires 
Conference at the end of 1936 and for Welles by his long diplomatic experi-
ence and earlier administrative responsibility for relations with the American 
republics. Where they differed was over Roosevelt’s belief that only the major 
powers (the “Big Four”) could deal with possible future military aggression. 
Welles, by contrast, tended to champion the interests and virtues of small coun-
tries. When Welles and his fellow planners presented a scheme for a United 
Nations “Authority,” they attempted to blend his and the president’s views. 
Their proposed UN “Executive Committee” would combine the Big Four 
and other small countries. To the four top powers of the United States, Soviet 
Union, United Kingdom, and Republic of China in the Executive Committee 
would be added “approximately five representatives from the regions of eastern 
Europe, the western democracies of Europe, the [Latin] American republics, 
the Far East and, possibly, the Mohammedan peoples.”42

The United Nations Organization that in time emerged, from the 
Dumbarton Oaks meeting and later San Francisco Conference, joined big 
power and small country interests in a somewhat different, less  geographically 
and culturally specific way. But the essential unity of the U.S. organizing 
concept—the Roosevelt global image of it—remained. The identity of the 
person primarily responsible for this new world construction, though he 
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did not quite live to witness its birth in June of 1945, was unquestionable. 
As Sumner Welles wrote later, in his book Seven Decisions That Shaped 
History, “One man, and one man alone, made it possible for us to have a 
working United Nations organization before the end of World War II. That 
man was Franklin Roosevelt.”43

Postwar Division of the “Global” 
Earth an Underlying Cause of the Cold War

The dreary Cold War story cannot be fully explained without attention to 
the transformation of our global understanding that Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
more than any other wartime political leader, produced in our thinking. As 
early as the November 1944 International Conference on Civil Aviation at 
Chicago, which he himself opened, he espoused, as Vice President Wallace 
earlier had done, the principle of “freedom of the air”—if not, so clearly 
as Wallace, the international control of it. “I hope you will not dally with 
the thought of creating great blocs of closed air,” he said, “thereby tracing 
in the sky the conditions of possible future wars. I know you will see to it 
that the air which God gave to everyone shall not become the means of 
domination over anyone.”44

Powerfully sustaining the argument for future freedom of world air travel 
was, as President Roosevelt’s metaphysical language at Chicago suggests, the 
notion of the world as a sphere enveloped by a unifying ethereal ocean. It 
seemed unrealistic, unreasonable, unfair, even immoral to require the air-
ships that would sail around this vast supraterrestrial sea to conform in their 
increasingly rapid movements to the political configurations of the earth’s 
low, uneven, partitioned surface. Recent progress in stratospheric flying 
seemed to make this old territorial logic especially senseless. High above the 
clouds the geographical dividing lines between nations on earth were invis-
ible and, to that extent, insignificant.

The fluffy illusions of the aerialist, which had become widely shared by 
the general public in 1945, made the case for the complete postwar free-
dom of communication and transportation almost self-evident. The earth 
seemed simply too whole and too small a place to permit the existence of 
political spheres of influence—either in the air or, by implication, on land. 
An appropriate symbol for this globalist, universalist, and pacific sentiment 
was the official emblem of the new United Nations Organization: “A map 
of the world representing an azimuthal equidistant projection centered on 
the North Pole, inscribed in a wreath consisting of crossed conventionalized 
branches of the olive tree; in gold on a field of smoke blue with all water 
areas in white.”45 On the United Nations emblem and flag, no  political 
boundaries are shown.
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Despite these image-related hopes of the Air-Age Globalist, spheres of 
influence continued to exist. Those of the United States and the Soviet Union 
were, as a result of the war and the revolution in transport technology that 
accompanied it, considerably expanded. Each nation, grown absolutely and 
relatively more powerful, cast a longer shadow. For the first time in history, 
the American and Russian shadows seemed to fall across one another. They 
did so, as a revealing postwar cartoon by “Herblock” in the Washington Post 
shows, not just because “Uncle Sam” and “Uncle Joe” had grown to the stature 
of giants or because they chose to confront one another, but because they now 
stood on a world (a “One World”) that had been reduced to the size of a ball. 
The caption—Uncle Sam’s warning to Stalin, “I’m here to stay too”—reflects 
this uneasy consciousness of a contracted territorial base.

Because of the virtual elimination of other empires on this shrunken 
footing, the United States and the U.S.S.R. were in direct as well as closer 
contact with one another, not only on the European continent and in the Far 
East but also over the world’s top, the Arctic. This mental transformation 
and shrinkage of shared Earth during World War II was a major underlying 
cause of the Cold War, a factor of no less significance than the well-known 
military, political, economic, and ideological causes. Both sides continued 
to obey more or less the same national imperatives they always had obeyed, 
but in a radically altered real and imagined spatial context. Of the great 
influence of this new geographical condition, Americans, and probably the 
Russians too, were imperfectly aware, although their maps and even their 
cartoons vividly manifested it.

Roosevelt’s “world-wide arena,” of which he first had spoken in 1940 
when denouncing Mussolini and Italy for opportunistically joining in the 

Figure 2.6 Flag of the United Nations Organization.
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Figure 2.7 “The Realization of the Shrinking World.”
Source: Copyright 1947 by Herblock in The Washington Post.

Nazi attack on France, had changed. He and his ideas, more than the think-
ing and actions of any other statesman of the Second World War period, 
had changed it. Always conscious, as a geographically literate person, of the 
importance of great-circle routes, he was intellectually receptive to the new 
northward orientation of wartime American cartography, though he did 
not exaggerate it. He was a promoter of the technological and organiza-
tional advances that made Air-Age Globalism plausible. More importantly, 
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Franklin Roosevelt changed an essentially negative picture of the pre-Pearl 
Harbor world—a worldwide arena full of “peril” for Americans—into 
a  positive world-image of possible international collaboration and greater 
hope for mankind.

From Yesterday’s Globalism to 
Today’s Globalization

President Roosevelt’s idea-filled mental maps have had a continuing 
 influence through the Cold War era into the present. In the military  security 
field, very little true global cooperation was possible in the immediate 
 postwar decades because of the East–West ideological divide and a “balance 
of  terror” resulting from the stockpiling, forward deployment, and intimi-
dating effect of atomic weapons. The fear of a Pearl Harbor-like atomic 
“surprise attack,” felt on both sides of the Cold War divide, did, however, 
generate a few remarkable proposals that had the potential to relieve inter-
national tension and even engender trust between Washington and Moscow 
and their respective camps.

One such idea that in 1992 resulted in a workable treaty between the 
NATO and Warsaw Pact countries was President Dwight Eisenhower’s 
1955 Open Skies proposal. This scheme, had it been adopted, would 
have entailed the exchange of detailed maps of military installations on 
both sides of the Iron Curtain. It also would have enabled the carrying 
out of extensive surveillance overflights, using landing facilities recipro-
cally made available for that purpose. Considered by many, even some 
officials of the U.S. government, to have been a dangerous disarma-
ment plot or just a propaganda ploy, Eisenhower’s Open Skies plan—not 
wholly unlike President Roosevelt’s vaguer “freedom of the air” proposi-
tion, which may have caused the Soviet delegation to depart from the 
Chicago Aviation Conference—was a carefully thought-out and techni-
cally advanced proposal, even if controversial, and, at the time, interna-
tionally unacceptable.

I cannot prove that the Eisenhower administration’s Open Skies proposal 
owed anything to Roosevelt’s or the Rooseveltians’ “open skies” concepts—
both being Air-Age Globalist approaches to international peace and security. 
But, surely, there is a connection.46 An essential optimism lay at the base of 
both leaders’ outlooks, that of President Roosevelt and the general he picked 
to lead the fight in Europe. The example that Roosevelt gave of placing con-
fidence in the other side—assuming a risk for peace—was memorable, and 
inspiring. President Eisenhower, too, reasoned that trust would beget trust, 
and that the Free World versus Slave World dynamic could be ended. As 
Eisenhower said at the conference in Geneva where he presented his Open 
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Skies plan to the British, French, and Russians: “Likewise we will make 
more easily attainable a comprehensive and effective system of inspection 
and disarmament, because what I propose, I assure you, would be but a 
beginning.”47

In the nonmilitary security field, one can actually trace the influence, 
and even the very wording, of Franklin Roosevelt’s globalizing ideas. An 
important recent example is the “Millennium Report” of UN Secretary-
General Kofi Annan.48 “If one word encapsulates the changes we are living 
through, it is ‘globalization,’ ” Secretary-General Annan said in present-
ing this report to the UN General Assembly. “We live in a world that 
is interconnected as never before—one in which groups and individu-
als interact more and more directly across State frontiers, often without 
involving the State at all.”49 One is here reminded of President Roosevelt’s 
crossing out the word “international” and replacing it with “world” in his 
Four Freedoms address. Drafted principally by John Ruggie, a historically 
reflective political science professor then serving as an assistant secretary-
general at the UN, this major Annan report, titled ‘We the Peoples’: The 
Role of the United Nations in the 21st Century, contained as its chapters 
three and four, “Freedom from Want” and “Freedom from Fear.” Taken 
together, these Rooseveltian phrases, and the ideas behind them, consti-
tute the best definition we have of the influential new concept of “human 
security.” To these, Secretary-General Annan added a third element: the 
environment. “Freedom from want, freedom from fear, and the freedom 
of future generations to inherit a healthy natural environment—these are 
the interrelated building blocks of human—and therefore national—
security.”50 This, too, has a Rooseveltian antecedent: the president’s inter-
est in conservation, as well as his broader knowledge and awareness of 
geography—the land, the earth’s waters, and the air.

In the ‘We the Peoples’ report, it is stated: “Extreme poverty is an affront 
to our humanity.”51 One can imagine FDR saying much the same. With 
his keen and sympathetic appreciation of the interconnection of things 
and peoples, one can easily see him nodding assent to Secretary-General 
Annan’s words: “every step taken towards reducing poverty and achieving 
broad-based economic growth is a step towards conflict resolution.”52 That 
is to say, there must be an integrated approach to development, security, and 
human rights in the world.

Only thus, as the UN secretary-general concluded in a follow-on set of 
recommendations that he hoped would become the basis for decision by 
heads of states and governments at their World Summit in September 2005, 
fifty years after the founding of Roosevelt’s dreamed-of and planned-for 
United Nations, would it be possible for mankind to live, as he stated, “In 
larger freedom.”53



57F D R  a n d  t h e  “ W o r d  W i d e  A r e n a ”

Notes

 1. Roosevelt’s Foreign Policy, 1933–1941: Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Unedited 
Speeches and Messages, compiled by O. I. Dodge (New York: Wilfred Funk, 
1942), 251.

 2. For an elaboration, with examples, of this concept as applied to the scale 
of international relations, see Alan K. Henrikson, “Mental Maps,” in 
Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations, ed. Michael J. Hogan 
and Thomas G. Paterson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 
177–92. On the logic of actual maps, including their construction and inter-
pretation, see the compendious recent treatment by Alan M. MacEachren, 
How Maps Work: Representation, Visualization, and Design (New York: The 
Guilford Press, 2004).

 3. Joseph J. Corn, The Winged Gospel: America’s Romance with Aviation, 1900–
1950 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), 60–61.

 4. Anne Morrow Lindbergh, North to the Orient, with maps by Charles A. 
Lindbergh (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Company, 1935).

 5. Alan K. Henrikson, “America’s Changing Place in the World: From 
‘Periphery’ to ‘Centre’?” in Centre and Periphery: Spatial Variation in Politics, 
ed. Jean Gottmann (Beverly Hills, CA: SAGE Publications, 1980), 83–86.

 6. Richard Edes Harrison, Look at the World: The FORTUNE Atlas for World 
Strategy (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1944), 8–9. See also Harrison’s 
 article, “The War in Maps,” The Saturday Review of Literature 26, 30 
(August 7, 1943): 24–27.

 7. For a comprehensive examination of this subject, see Alan K. Henrikson, 
“The Map as an ‘Idea’: The Role of Cartographic Imagery During the 
Second World War,” The American Cartographer 2, 1 (April 1975): 19–53.

 8. Henrikson, “The Map as an ‘Idea’ ”: 24.
 9. David Reynolds has pointed out, in a comparative survey of the major pow-

ers’ wartime rhetoric, that “world war” or “Weltkrieg” was most characteris-
tic of American and of German thinking, though this was so for historically 
and situationally quite different reasons. David Reynolds, “The Origins 
of the Two ‘World Wars’: Historical Discourse and International Politics,” 
Journal of Contemporary History 38, 1 (2003): 29–44.

10. Roosevelt’s Foreign Policy, 1933–1941, 559–65.
11. Neil Smith, American Empire: Roosevelt’s Geographer and the Prelude to 

Globalization (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004). See also 
Isaiah Bowman, “Franklin Delano Roosevelt,” The Geographical Review 35, 
3 (July 1945): 349–51.

12. William Bullitt to FDR, February 22, 1939, PSF: France: Bullitt, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt Library (FDRL), Hyde Park, New York.

13. The globe was manufactured by the Weber Costello Company of Chicago 
Heights under the direct supervision of the Office of Strategic Services 
and the War Department. It was prepared by a specially organized  section 
(headed by Arch C. Gerlach) of the O.S.S.’s Map Division. Prime Minister 
Churchill, whose own war maps facility inspired the Map Room in the 



A l a n  K .  H e n r i k s o n58

White House, was also given one of the globes. Copies were placed in 
the House and Senate Chambers of the Capitol. The publicizing of the 
President’s globe surely stimulated the design, manufacture, and sale of 
smaller globes and ingenious globe substitutes, including R. Buckminster 
Fuller’s geometric, foldable “Dymaxion” globe. See Henrikson, “The Map 
as an ‘Idea’ ”: 26–27, 49 (note 28).

14. Francis L. Loewenheim, Harold D. Langley, and Manfred Jonas, Roosevelt 
and Churchill: Their Secret Wartime Correspondence (New York: Saturday 
Review Press/E. P. Dutton, 1975), 139n.

15. C.L. Sulzberger, A Long Row of Candles: Memoirs and Diaries [1934–1954] 
(Toronto: The Macmillan Company, 1969), entry for July 27, 1951: “Bill 
said one of the great difficulties was that Roosevelt was very ignorant of 
the geography of Eastern Europe. He did not even seem to know where the 
Balkans were. He did talk vaguely of the Ljubljana Gap, but didn’t know 
what it was. Churchill always wanted to mount an offensive through the 
Ljubljana Gap. As a compromise, it was finally agreed this should come after 
the Italian campaign was over” (664).

16. F.D.R. to Archibald MacLeish, Hyde Park, November 22, 1940, in F.D.R: 
His Personal Letters, 1928–1945, ed. Elliott Roosevelt (New York: Duell, 
Sloan and Pearce, 1950), II, 1082. David C. Mearns, Superintendent of the 
Reading Room of the Library of Congress, replied to FDR’s inquiry with a 
“Progress report,” attached to MacLeish’s reply to the President, an excerpt 
from which is:

To hunt for an island named Cherable,
 Is a job that is almost unbearable;
 Pray accept our apologies,
 But nonsense anthologies
 Are giving us hemorrhages cerebral.

 (Archibald MacLeish to F.D.R. at the White House, December 3, 1940, in 
F.D.R.: His Personal Letters, 1928–1945, II, 1082–83).

17. Forrest Davis and Ernest K. Lindley, How War Came: An American White 
Paper; From the Fall of France to Pearl Harbor (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1942), 272.

18. Sumner Welles, Seven Decisions That Shaped History (New York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1951), 66.

19. Henry Wallace, “The Man We Remember,” New Republic 116, 15 (April 14, 
1947): 14–15.

20. Gaddis Smith, “Roosevelt, the Sea, and International Security,” in The 
Atlantic Charter, ed. Douglas Brinkley and David R. Facey-Crowther (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994), 34.

21. Vice Admiral Ross T. McIntire, in collaboration with George Creel, White 
House Physician (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1946), 4. Admiral 
McIntire also notes of FDR: “His idea of a rest was a change of activity, a 
switch from one eager interest to another,” 7–8.



59F D R  a n d  t h e  “ W o r d  W i d e  A r e n a ”

22. Joseph P. Lash, Eleanor and Franklin: The Story of Their Relationship Based 
on Eleanor Roosevelt’s Private Papers (New York: W. W. Norton, 1971); Doris 
Kearns Goodwin, No Ordinary Time: Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt: The 
Home Front in World War II (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1994).

23. McIntire, White House Physician, 21, 199, 201–2, 235–6.
24. Alan K. Henrikson, “Distance and Foreign Policy: A Political Geography 

Approach,” International Political Science Review/Revue internationale de science 
politique 23, 4 (October 2002): 439–68.

25. Quoted in Smith, “Roosevelt, the Sea, and International Security,” 35.
26. It had been illegal for him under the Selective Service Act, which had been 

renewed by the bare majority of 203 to 202 in the House of Representatives 
in August 1941, to deploy American conscripts outside the “Western 
Hemisphere.” Roosevelt cartographically redefined this to allow him to 
place U.S. troops in Iceland, in order to replace British troops sent there 
to preclude a German takeover of the Danish-controlled country after 
Denmark was overrun by Germany in 1940. On Roosevelt’s creeping hemi-
spherism, see Henrikson, “The Map as an ‘Idea’ ”: 28–31.

27. Samuel I. Rosenman, Working with Roosevelt (New York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1952), 330.

28. Many were using the National Geographic Society’s new “world map,” for-
tuitously issued by the Society to its 1,165,000 member families with the 
December 1941 Magazine. The map showed the earth in two hemispheres 
drawn on azimuthal equal-area projections; thus it did not really show “one 
gigantic battlefield.” Nonetheless, the Society was pleased with the national 
service it had rendered. Gilbert Grosvenor, “Maps for Victory: National 
Geographic Society’s Maps Used in War on Land, Sea, and in the Air,” The 
National Geographic Society Magazine 81, 5 (May 1942): 660–90.

29. Samuel I. Rosenman, comp., The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, Vol. 1942 (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1950), 105–17. 
Roosevelt’s point about keeping the enemy at a distance was driven home, 
even while he was speaking, by a Japanese submarine that surfaced off Santa 
Barbara and fired some shells at a ranch. This taught him and his staff never 
to have his speeches announced more than two or three days ahead of time, 
which perhaps limited the effectiveness of some of his future messages. James 
MacGregor Burns, Roosevelt: The Soldier of Freedom (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace, Jovanovich, 1970), 213; Robert E. Sherwood, Roosevelt and Hopkins: An 
Intimate History, rev. ed. (New York: The Universal Library, 1950), 504.

30. Stuart Murray and James McCabe, Norman Rockwell’s Four Freedoms: 
Images That Inspire a Nation (Stockbridge, MA: Berkshire House Publishers, 
1993).

31. From page 18 of the “FIFTH DRAFT” of FDR’s message, reproduced on 
the back cover of the Roosevelt Library publication, Freedom from Fear, and 
also in Murray and McCabe, Norman Rockwell’s Four Freedoms, 4.

32. There was some criticism of the fact that there was no counterpart point 
in the Atlantic Charter for Roosevelt’s second “freedom,” the “freedom of 



A l a n  K .  H e n r i k s o n60

every person to worship God in his own way everywhere in the world.” This 
failure to specify a religious freedom, as the journalists Davis and Lindley 
note, led conservative isolationist skeptics to suppose that the President “had 
omitted it ‘out of consideration for the new ally, Joe Stalin.’ ” They add, 
however: “In submitting the charter to Congress, the President disposed of 
that quibble.” Davis and Lindley, How War Came, 270n.

33. The text of the Atlantic Charter, on which the Declaration by United Nations 
is based, may be found in Roosevelt’s Foreign Policy, 1933–1941, 450–51. 
Regarding the tension between the Soviet government’s formal subscription 
to the Charter’s principles and actual Soviet territorial interests, see Herbert 
Feis, Churchill, Roosevelt, Stalin: The War They Waged and the Peace They 
Sought (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1957), 22–28.

34. Wendell L. Willkie, One World (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1943), 203. 
Inside the front cover of the book is a global map in light blue, “Flight of 
The Gulliver,” with “Side trips,” showing the vast, globe-circling route that 
Willkie followed. “I had traveled a total of 31,000 miles, which—looked at as 
a figure—still impresses and almost bewilders me. For the net impression of 
my trip was not one of distance from other peoples, but of closeness to them. 
If I had ever had any doubts that the world has become small and completely 
interdependent, this trip would have dispelled them altogether” (p. 1).

35. Consider what this might have meant, for example, for the prosecution of 
the current “War on Terror,” for international cooperation against airplane 
hijacking, and so on, as well as in the conduct of UN peace operations, and 
also as an overall confidence-building measure in regions of the world where 
there are still balance of power uncertainties and security threats.

36. Henry A. Wallace to Franklin D. Roosevelt, February 5, 1943, in The Price 
of Vision: The Diary of Henry A. Wallace, 1942–1946, ed. John Morton Blum 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1973), 182.

37. James A. Farley, Jim Farley’s Story: The Roosevelt Years (New York: Whittlesey 
House, McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1948), 293–4. See also John C. 
Culver and John Hyde, American Dreamer: A Life of Henry A. Wallace (New 
York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2000), 209–10, 217–18.

38. Henry Wallace, “Freedom of the Air—a Momentous Issue,” The New York 
Times, June 27, 1943.

39. Ruth B. Russell, assisted by Jeannette E. Muther, A History of the United 
Nations Charter: The Role of the United States 1940–1945 (Washington, DC: 
The Brookings Institution, 1958), 470–72.

40. A noteworthy revival of the idea—to activate Article 43 of Chapter VII of the 
Charter—was the advocacy of it by the U.S. Permanent Representative to the 
United Nations at the time of the 1991 Gulf War, Ambassador Thomas R. 
Pickering, speaking personally rather than in an official capacity. For a 
discussion of the idea, see Alan K. Henrikson, “The United Nations and 
Regional Organizations: ‘King Links’ of a ‘Global Chain,’ ” Duke Journal of 
Comparative and International Law 7, 1 (1996): 35–70, especially 63–70.

41. Robert A. Divine, Second Chance: The Triumph of Internationalism in 
America During World War II (New York: Atheneum, 1967), 49–50.



61F D R  a n d  t h e  “ W o r d  W i d e  A r e n a ”

42. Quoted in Benjamin Welles, Sumner Welles: FDR’s Global Srategist (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997), 330.

43. Sumner Welles, Seven Decisions That Shaped History (New York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1951), 172. Prime Minister Churchill, Welles correctly empha-
sized, preferred starting by “building up purely regional organizations which 
could collaborate if need arose, but which should remain autonomous for an 
indefinite time, or at least until it was clear whether a supreme international 
authority could be successfully set up over them.”

44. Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Freedom of the Air,” in The Impact of Air Power: 
National Security and World Policy, ed. Eugene M. Emme (Princeton, NJ: 
D. Van Nostrand Company, 1959), 81–83. The Russians opted for “closed 
air.” Foreign planes would be allowed to transport goods to the Soviet Union 
only indirectly, by carrying them to agreed interchange points outside the 
U.S.S.R., such as Cairo, where the cargo would be picked up and carried 
onward by Soviet planes.

45. United Nations, Department of Public Information, Yearbook of the United 
Nations, 1946–47 (Lake Success, NY: United Nations, 1947), 251.

46. It is worth noting here that the driving force behind the Open Skies proposal 
was a former Roosevelt assistant, Nelson A. Rockefeller, who was brought 
into the Eisenhower White House as a special assistant for psychological 
warfare. In that capacity and as a member of the Operations Coordinating 
Board, Rockefeller with a team of experts meeting in Quantico, Virginia, 
generated the mutual aerial inspection plan—outside the regular bureau-
cracy, in a manner that FDR might have tolerated and even encouraged! 
Cary Reich, The Life of Nelson A. Rockefeller: Worlds to Conquer, 1908–1958 
(New York: Doubleday, 1996), chapter 34, “Open Skies.”

47. Quoted in W.W. Rostow, Concept and Controversy: Sixty Years of Taking 
Ideas to Market (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 139. Rostow, 
a Massachusetts Institute of Technology professor, was the chairman of 
Rockefeller’s Quantico panel.

48. ‘We the Peoples’: The Role of the United Nations in the 21st Century (New 
York: United Nations, 2000).

49. Secretary-General’s Statement to the General Assembly, April 3, 2000, www.
un.org/millennium/sg/report/state.htm. Accessed November 10, 2007.

50. Kofi A. Annan, “Secretary-General Salutes International Workshop 
on Human Security in Mongolia,” Two-Day Session in Ulaanbaatar, 
May 8–10, 2000, Press Release SG/SM/7382.

51. ‘We the Peoples’, 19.
52. Ibid., 45.
53. Report of the Secretary-General, In larger freedom: towards development, 

 security and human rights for all, United Nations General Assembly, March 21, 
2005, A/59/2005.



C h a p t e r  3

FDR and the 
Origins of the 
National Security 
Establishment
Mark A. Stoler1

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s legacy in military affairs would appear to 
be  obvious: under his leadership the United States during World War II 
 created, almost from scratch, the largest and most powerful war machine 
the world had ever seen. In late 1939 the U.S. Army had numbered approxi-
mately 175,000 enlisted men and had ranked 19th in the world in size.2 By 
1945 total U.S. armed forces consisted of more than 12 million  personnel 
deployed around the world and totally triumphant over their Axis enemies. 
These forces included the largest army in U.S. history (nearly 8.3 million), 
the  largest navy in world history (nearly 3.4 million plus 475,000 marines), 
and an air force of unsurpassed size and in sole possession of the atomic 
bomb.3 They also included some of the most successful and famous mili-
tary commanders of the twentieth century, one of whom—Dwight D. 
Eisenhower—would himself be elected president a scant seven years after 
Roosevelt’s death.

Despite their awesome size and power, these forces do not constitute Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s legacy for the postwar era in military affairs. Indeed, they were 
largely demobilized after Axis surrender, and by mid-1948 stood at less than 
one and a half million.4 What was not demobilized were a series of ad hoc 
wartime institutional innovations and arrangements that would be formalized 
in the immediate postwar years within a new National Security Establishment. 
Along with that National Security Establishment came the virtual replacement 



M a r k  A .  S t o l e r64

of foreign and military policies with the concept of national security policy, 
as well as an enormous expansion of executive power in this realm. These 
 constitute Roosevelt’s true legacies in military affairs for the postwar era.

The most important of these institutional innovations and arrange-
ments focused on the service chiefs of staff, whose power and influence 
increased enormously during the war. Soon after Pearl Harbor they were 
reorganized as the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), the predecessor to the con-
temporary body that still bears that name. Along with this organization 
came a plethora of joint service committees to advise the chiefs, and a 
massive expansion of the War and Navy Departments—so  massive as 
to require the creation of, and wartime movement into, a new and enor-
mous building in Arlington, Virginia—the Pentagon—whose name has 
become virtually synonymous with American military power. The war 
also witnessed expanded military contact and coordination with the State 
Department and with numerous wartime agencies responsible for the awe-
some economic mobilization that would supply America’s allies as well as 
its own forces and produce two-third of all Allied war material;5 and the 
creation of a national intelligence service, the Office of Strategic Services 
(OSS), which was the predecessor of the postwar and contemporary 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).

All of this clearly resulted from the requirements of global war from 1941 
to 1945. But the inception of such new institutional arrangements preceded 
formal U.S. entry into the war and was also the result of two additional 
 factors: the so-called managerial revolution in warfare that had been under-
way for decades and that reached an apogee during World War II; and the 
ideas and activism of Franklin D. Roosevelt in his role as commander in 
chief. The fact that a president notorious for his chaotic institutional arrange-
ments and decision-making processes would be at least partially responsible 
for such a legacy may rank as one of the great ironies of American history.

* * *

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed dramatic 
changes in the organization, as well as the size and weaponry, of the world’s 
armed forces. In what Walter Millis aptly labeled “the managerial revolu-
tion” in warfare, the industrialized powers began to apply the principles of 
large-scale corporate organization and expertise to their armies and navies. 
Although the United States lagged far behind its European counterparts in 
this development, by World War I it did possess, albeit in skeleton form, 
the key components associated with this managerial revolution: army and 
navy general staffs headed by uniformed service chiefs of staff, and a Joint 
Army–Navy Board composed of those chiefs and their key strategists.6



65N a t i o n a l  S e c u r i t y  E s t a b l i s h m e n t  O r i g i n s

One of the principle goals of these organizations was rational, long-term 
planning for the armed forces so that they would be prepared for any contin-
gency. Control over both field forces and existing service bureaucracies was 
a necessary prerequisite for such planning and preparedness, and through-
out the early decades of the twentieth century the service chiefs and their 
staffs fought a series of bitter battles to obtain such control. The process was 
well under way before Roosevelt’s election as president, but it was far from 
 complete. It would be completed under FDR.7

With this rise of the service chiefs and their staffs came requests for greater 
civil–military coordination in both foreign and military policies and a role 
for the military in what would become known after World War II as national 
security policy. Such requests flowed logically from both the nature of their 
work and significant changes in U.S. foreign policy during these years. The 
managerial revolution in the armed forces coincided with the rise of the 
United States as a world power with extensive overseas possessions and inter-
ests. The army and navy staffs viewed the protection and promotion of these 
possessions and interests via appropriate contingency war planning as one of 
their primary functions. Such planning required clear understanding of the 
objectives and priorities of the government policies they were  supposed to 
defend and promote, as well as an appropriate matching of military means 
with political ends. Consequently the service chiefs and their staffs consis-
tently requested both policy guidance from and consultation with the State 
Department regarding the formulation, prioritization, and implementation 
of U.S. foreign policies.

The secretaries of state and their subordinates just as consistently ignored 
or rejected these requests on the grounds that they constituted a challenge 
to civilian prerogatives in the policymaking process, and thus to civilian 
supremacy over armed forces—forces whose leaders should be consulted only 
after diplomacy had failed and war ensued. As Secretary of State William 
Jennings Bryan stated in 1913, “Army and Navy officers could not be trusted 
to say what we should or should not do till we actually get into war.” Bryan’s 
successors modified this policy and agreed to consult with the armed forces 
on the arms limitation treaties of the 1920s and early 1930s, but they often 
ignored the military advice they received. The service chiefs fared no better 
when they attempted to bypass the State Department by going directly to 
the White House for policy guidance and coordination. Indeed, President 
Woodrow Wilson was so angered by their efforts to influence his policies in 
1913 that he suspended the Joint Board and threatened to abolish it as well as 
the Navy’s General Board. While far less belligerent, his Republican succes-
sors also showed little interest in consultation with the armed forces.8

This situation changed during the mid- and late 1930s under the impact 
of both world events and Roosevelt’s leadership. The emerging European 
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and Far Eastern crises finally led the State Department to agree to  limited 
coordination, first with Far Eastern expert Stanley Hornbeck in 1935 
and then in 1938 with the formation of a Standing Liaison Committee 
composed of Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles and the army and 
navy chiefs of staff. At the same time, Roosevelt responded to the appeals 
of the armed forces by agreeing to direct consultation—without any State 
Department intermediaries.

Roosevelt entered the White House in 1933 with a keen interest in and 
knowledge of military affairs that dated to his service in World War I as 
assistant secretary of the Navy. By this point he had become known as one 
of the leading exponents of the expansive naval doctrines of Alfred Thayer 
Mahan, and interestingly, greater civil–military coordination. In 1919 
Roosevelt submitted one of the first formal proposals that called for better 
cooperation between high level officials of the State Department and those 
of the War and Navy Departments—a proposal never acted upon, or appar-
ently even opened within the State Department.9 Although initially preoc-
cupied with the Great Depression and the New Deal, Roosevelt from 1936 
onward provided the armed forces with unprecedented direction, guidance, 
and coordination. He began by supporting increased powers for the army 
and navy chiefs within their respective services so as to give them control 
over their field forces as well as their staffs. In 1937 he examined existing 
war plans, requested the creation of new ones, and initiated secret naval 
staff conversations with the British. By 1938 he was requesting congressional 
authorization and funding for extensive expansion of the U.S. armed forces. 
And in 1939, before the outbreak of war in Europe, he carefully and person-
ally selected both a new chief of naval operations and a new army chief of 
staff: Admiral Harold R. Stark and General George C. Marshall.

Roosevelt also provided these new service chiefs with a direct link to 
him in 1939 by transferring the Joint Army–Navy Board on which they 
served from the existing Navy and War Departments to the newly created 
Executive Offices of the President. This shift enabled the board to become 
a true national strategy body for the first time and, in bypassing the  service 
secretaries, made its members the president’s foremost and immediate 
 strategic advisers. It also made FDR himself, as former Roosevelt Library 
Director William Emerson accurately pointed out many years ago, the “sole 
coordinating link” between U.S. military strategies and foreign policies.10

These consequences were far from accidental or coincidental. Roosevelt 
had originally appointed his secretaries of War, Navy, and State  primarily 
for domestic political reasons and had little faith in their opinions. Secretary 
of State Cordell Hull was useful for maintaining good relations with 
Congress, where he had previously served for many years as a Tennessee 
congressman and senator; but FDR held both him and his department in 
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low esteem, regularly disagreed with or just plain ignored their conclusions, 
and was determined to be his own secretary of state. He was also determined 
to be a very strong and active commander in chief of the armed forces.11 
Furthermore, by 1939–1940 he was having serious policy disagreements 
with his cautious if not isolationist secretary of war, Harry H. Woodring, 
and Secretary of the Navy Charles Edison.

In June of 1940, Roosevelt replaced Woodring and Edison with Henry L. 
Stimson and Frank Knox, but this shift only reinforced his urge to bypass 
the service secretaries as much as possible. Stimson and Knox were highly 
respected, and the former possessed enormous experience as a former secre-
tary of war under President William Howard Taft and secretary of state under 
Roosevelt’s predecessor Herbert Hoover. Both were Republicans, however 
(Knox had been the Republican vice presidential nominee in 1936), albeit 
internationalist Republicans whom Roosevelt had appointed  primarily to 
prevent military preparedness and aid to England from becoming parti-
san issues, and whom he neither could nor would trust with his innermost 
thoughts. While they dealt with Congress and the public, he would deal 
directly with his chief admiral and general, Stark and Marshall.

During the ensuing rearmament campaign of 1940–1941, Roosevelt 
established very close and direct working relationships with both chiefs. He 
came to rely upon them and their staffs for war plans, strategic and rearma-
ment advice, legislative initiatives for the armed forces, and getting those 
initiatives through Congress. So successful were Marshall and Stark in this 
latter responsibility that members of Congress often voted for requests that 
they would have voted against if those requests had come from Roosevelt, 
thereby making continued close relations with them mandatory.12 Indeed, 
by mid-1940 the president could provide Britain with military equipment 
only if one or both of the service chiefs certified that such equipment was 
not essential for national defense. Neither the sending of aircraft, guns, and 
ammunition to Great Britain, nor the famous Destroyer–Bases Deal of 1940, 
would have been possible without such close relations and agreement.13

This relationship grew even closer after Pearl Harbor and official U.S. 
entry into the war. At the same time, the powers of the service chiefs expanded 
enormously. The reasons were simple. As Roosevelt himself stated, “Doctor 
Win-the-War” had replaced “Dr. New Deal,” and the new “physicians” 
would by definition wear military uniforms and receive priority over their 
civilian colleagues. The head doctors would be chiefs of staff rather than 
field commanders not only because of the powers those chiefs had recently 
obtained, but also because World War II was a global conflict requiring U.S. 
planning for, as well as participation in, multiple theaters: only chiefs of staff 
stationed in Washington could properly plan for and coordinate such an 
effort. Furthermore, unlike theater commanders such as General Douglas 
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MacArthur, these chiefs of staff had no personal political  ambitions and 
therefore did not constitute a potential threat to Roosevelt’s leadership (as 
a matter of principle, Marshall did not even vote in U.S. elections; and 
when asked about his “political faith” he would respond that “my father 
was a democrat, my mother a republican, and I am an Episcopalian”).14 
The chiefs close relations with Congress was further reason to rely heavily 
upon them, for in positions of power they could keep war-related issues out 
of the  partisan arena and hold congressional interference—something both 
the president and the chiefs disliked and feared—to a minimum.

Official U.S. entry into the war also expanded the chiefs’ scope of 
 interests, especially in regard to political factors. U.S. wartime strategy, for 
example, was part of a coalition effort that had to take into account the 
 differing strategies and policies of America’s numerous allies—especially 
the British and the Soviets. Furthermore, the global and total nature of the 
war led to an unprecedented fusion of military and political issues, making 
continued separation impossible. As General Marshall stated, “Any move in 
a global war has military implications.”15

Highly illustrative of the expanded political interests and power of the 
chiefs, and indeed reinforcing that expansion and power, was the transfor-
mation of the Joint Army–Navy Board into the Joint Chiefs of Staff in early 
1942 via the addition of army air forces chief, Lieutenant General Henry H. 
Arnold and commander in chief of the U.S. Fleet, Admiral Ernest J. King. 
This new structure paralleled to an extent the British Chiefs of Staff 
Committee (COS) that fell within the newly formed Anglo–American 
Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS)—an extraordinary body created and 
charged at the December–January ARCADIA Conference with all strategic 
planning for both nations and responsible only to Roosevelt and British 
Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill.16 Soon thereafter Admiral Stark 
departed to command U.S. naval forces in Europe and King assumed the 
title of CNO while retaining his previous title of commander in chief of the 
U.S. Fleet, thereby completing the unification of naval staff and field forces 
under a single chief that the army had previously accomplished and that was 
now reinforced via a major reorganization of the War Department.

Undertaken at Marshall’s direction via an executive order from Roosevelt, 
this reorganization resulted in the most dramatic changes within the War 
Department since the reforms of Elihu Root forty years earlier had first 
created the general staff. The reforms included a reduction in the number 
of individuals with direct access to the chief of staff from sixty-one to six; 
the creation of three new “super commands” (Army Ground Forces, Army 
Air Forces, and Services of Supply); and the replacement of the old General 
Headquarters and War Plans Division with a new Operations Division 
that would plan global strategy, staff the interservice and Anglo–American 
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committees that served the JCS and CCS, and serve as Marshall’s 
“Washington Command Post.”17

In July 1942, Roosevelt, upon Marshall’s constant urging, finally agreed to 
appoint his former chief of naval operations and recent ambassador to Vichy 
France Admiral William D. Leahy to the Joint Chiefs in the new  position 
of chief of staff to the commander in chief. This position was  parallel to 
that of Lieutenant General Sir Hastings Ismay on the British Chiefs of Staff 
Committee and would evolve after the war into the contemporary position of 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. That Marshall had recommended the 
admiral for this important post was far from accidental. Leahy and Roosevelt 
had known and worked with each other extensively in the past. Equally 
important, interservice politics required another naval officer on the JCS to 
replace Stark and balance the presence of Arnold, who technically remained 
Marshall’s subordinate as head of the Army Air Forces.18

During and immediately after the ARCADIA Conference, a host of joint 
Army–Navy and combined Anglo–American committees were also formed 
and staffed by appropriate officers from each service and nation to advise 
the chiefs on a host of matters ranging from war plans and logistics to intel-
ligence and postwar planning. In the aftermath of their bitter defeats at the 
hands of the British regarding European strategy in 1942 and at the January 
1943 Casablanca Conference, the U.S. joint committees also underwent a 
major expansion and reorganization in the spring of 1943.

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, along with many of the officers on these 
 committees, would accompany Roosevelt on every one of his numerous war-
time conferences with Churchill as well as the less frequent but equally impor-
tant conferences with Soviet leader Josef Stalin and Chinese leader Chiang 
 Kai-shek. At these conferences the chiefs would meet directly with their British 
counterparts as the Combined Chiefs of Staff and with these political leaders. 
At all other times during the war they would meet weekly in Washington with 
representatives of the COS from the Washington-based British Joint Staff 
Mission headed by former chief of the imperial general staff, Field Marshal 
Sir John Dill, who became a close personal friend of General Marshall and 
whose presence in Washington played a major role in the  effective functioning 
of the entire CCS organization. According to Leahy, the JCS dealt with 1,457 
separate subjects during the war, the CCS with 902.19

A great deal of mythology surrounds the relationship between Roosevelt 
and these chiefs of staff. According to that mythology, the president and 
his foremost military advisers worked very well together from the start, at 
least partially because the chiefs eschewed political judgments and provided 
only “purely military” advice that FDR then accepted without question 
because of the primacy of military victory during the war. Consequently, 
an advisory vacuum on political issues emerged, with the chiefs refusing to 
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make political assessments and the president, relying so much upon them 
and distrusting the State Department, refusing to seek it elsewhere. The 
result was a series of U.S. blunders regarding postwar issues, and a massive, 
unnecessary increase in Soviet power by war’s end. The president’s chaotic 
decision-making style, including his refusal to institutionalize channels and 
delegate authority, only made matters worse.20

The historical reality of the relationship between Roosevelt and his 
military chiefs does not support such Cold War era conclusions. The rela-
tionship developed very gradually. In this respect, FDR’s decision-making 
process was neither chaotic nor apolitical. Rather, the president created a 
very personal and informal process in which he consistently demanded 
 military opinions but felt free to overrule those opinions on political, and on 
military, grounds, something he did on numerous occasions. Moreover, the 
advice FDR received from the chiefs was itself often quite political and not 
“purely military” by any means.

Even at its best, however, it was a relationship marked by profound 
 differences in methods and temperaments as well as ideas. Accustomed to 
working with very specific plans and within a rigid and detailed chain of 
command, the chiefs were often unnerved, disappointed, and frustrated by 
the president’s refusal to be tied to such plans as well as his informal methods 
and style. Highly illustrative of that informality was Roosevelt’s reply when 
the formidable Admiral King reminded him in a 1942 note that he was 
reaching the mandatory retirement age of 64. “So what, old top?” Roosevelt 
wrote at the bottom of the note. “I may send you a birthday  present!” (He 
did—a framed photograph).21

Throughout the war the chiefs fought against such informality. Marshall 
in particular would not bend for fear of losing his independence and integ-
rity, insisting that he be addressed by last name (at least in public) and 
 refusing all invitations to “drop in” to the White House “for a chat,” to visit 
the president at Warm Springs or his home in Hyde Park (he did not make 
such a trip until Eleanor Roosevelt asked him to direct FDR’s funeral and 
burial in April of 1945). Indeed, he even refused to laugh at FDR’s jokes.22

Marshall had an advantage over his naval colleagues Stark and King in 
this regard in that Roosevelt, as a former assistant secretary of the navy, 
felt much closer to and more knowledgeable of that service, and therefore 
much freer to badger its chiefs and intervene in its affairs—on  matters 
 ranging all the way from officer selection to f leet movements. While 
Marshall humorously asked the president to stop referring to the navy as 
“us” and the army as “they,”23 FDR’s different behavior toward the services 
provided each chief with different problems. For Stark and King, FDR 
was often overbearing and controlling; for Marshall he was insufficiently 
attentive and understanding.
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The extent to which each service and its chief suffered or gained as a result 
of this presidential bias is, of course, a matter of interpretation. The naval 
chiefs had easier and more frequent access to the White House, for example, 
but also more frequent presidential pressure and interference in their affairs. 
According to navy rumors, Roosevelt had to threaten Stark with relief 
before obtaining the CNO’s agonized acquiescence in the 1940 destroyer-
bases trade that most naval officers opposed.24 And a few months later the 
president did relieve Admiral James O. Richardson as commander in chief 
of the U.S. Fleet for his vehement and apparently intemperate objections 
to moving the fleet from its California base to Pearl Harbor. Throughout 
1941, FDR also ordered specific ships moved from one ocean to the other, 
and his constant shifts required the creation of four different hemispheric 
defense plans for the Atlantic within four months. Stark spent a great deal 
of time that year, according to one of his planners, “knocking down the 
harebrained schemes of the President in regard to the Navy,” some of which 
Stark himself bluntly labeled “childish.” And when his successor Admiral 
King attempted a reorganization and centralization of authority over the 
bureau chiefs within the Navy Department similar to the War Department 
reorganization of early 1942, Roosevelt refused to agree. While Marshall 
faced little or no such interference in army affairs, Roosevelt in 1939–1941 
flatly rejected many of the army chief ’s pleas and plans for an expanded and 
balanced army, and even considered a late 1941 reduction in its size. Until 
Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt apparently remained convinced that he could limit 
the U.S. role in the war to naval and air forces as well as military supplies to 
the Allies. Marshall and his planners disagreed totally, resulting in a series of 
tense confrontations between the president and his army chief.25

Waldo Heinrichs has effectively shown that there was actually a very 
conscious method and policy to many of these presidential moves, which 
were based upon the very limited military forces available in 1941; the 
numerous and constantly shifting diplomatic, political, and military pres-
sures in the Atlantic, Pacific, and at home; and a fundamental shift at this 
time from a hemispheric to a global policy.26 That is not the way it appeared 
to the frustrated service chiefs, however, who viewed presidential behavior 
as provocative, erratic, unfocused, and dangerous as well as contrary to their 
recommendations.

The chiefs attempted on numerous occasions to create more formality and 
structure in their relationship with the president, pressing for a wartime JCS 
charter, for regular meetings with FDR that included formal note-taking, 
and for a chairman to represent them in the White House. Most of these 
efforts were unsuccessful. Roosevelt rejected the idea of a wartime charter 
as “too restrictive,” preferring the Joint Chiefs to exist solely at his personal 
discretion.27 He also rejected regularly scheduled meetings, felt free to see 
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the chiefs individually as well as in a group and as frequently or infrequently 
as he desired, and objected to formal note-taking during their meetings. 
Indeed, on one occasion he “blew up” when Major General John R. Deane, 
the JCS secretary, brought a “big notebook” to one of their meetings. “Put 
that thing up,” he ordered. Deane complied but at the next meeting tried a 
smaller notebook that the president would not notice; unfortunately it was 
“so little,” Marshall later recollected, “that he couldn’t use it.”28

Roosevelt did eventually agree to appoint Admiral Leahy as a de facto 
chairman of the JCS, with his own office in the White House and almost 
daily meetings with the president. But he may very well have done so pri-
marily to halt calls by his critics for the appointment of MacArthur to head a 
unified army–navy–air general staff and, in effect, run the war. Furthermore, 
FDR would not allow Leahy to function as a true military adviser, JCS chair 
and representative of the chiefs, relegating him instead, as he told the press 
in July of 1942, to the role of his “leg man.” And that meant “leg man” for 
the president in the White House, and from the White House to the JCS—
virtually the opposite of what the chiefs had desired. As Leahy himself put 
it, “The Joint Chiefs of Staff was an instrument of the Commander in Chief 
and was responsible to him. I was his representative on that body.”29

Roosevelt clearly stated his primary reason for this very limited defini-
tion of responsibilities when Marshall first raised the idea of a JCS chair-
man and explained that individual’s theoretical functions. “But you are 
the chief of staff,” the president said. “There is no chief of staff of all the 
 military services,” Marshall responded. “Well,” FDR shot back, “I’m the 
chief of staff. I’m the commander in chief.”30 He expressed similar sentiment 
in objecting to King’s title as commander in chief of the U.S. Fleet, arguing 
that there was only one commander in chief. Clearly, Roosevelt intended to 
jealously guard and use extensively his military prerogatives. Just as clearly 
he intended to remain the “sole coordinating link” between U.S. military 
strategies and foreign policies that William Emerson accurately noted he 
had become in 1939 when he moved the Joint Board into the Executive 
Offices of the President.31

Roosevelt exercised these functions whenever he overruled his chiefs 
of staff during their numerous disagreements, disagreements that ranged 
from rearmament legislation and the size and composition of the armed 
forces through aid to the allies and global strategy. Army chief historian 
Kent Roberts Greenfield counted 22 occasions between late 1938 and 1944 
in which FDR overruled his military advisers. He also noted an additional 
13 strategic decisions that Roosevelt, rather than those advisers, initiated 
from 1941 to 1943.32 Roosevelt did admit to Marshall, who quickly emerged 
as “first among equals” and the real leader of and spokesman for the JCS, 
that he could not sleep at night with the army chief out of the country.33 
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But that comment was not made until December of 1943. Furthermore, to 
say one could not sleep at night with the general out of the country is not 
to say that one is ready to follow everything that officer recommends. And 
Roosevelt clearly did not do so.

The chiefs could and did on numerous occasion influence or alter 
Roosevelt’s views, and they would do so more frequently as the war pro-
gressed, both by direct and by indirect methods. The direct methods 
included not only written and oral recommendations, but also a willingness 
to openly disagree with the president to his face. Roosevelt, to his great 
credit, accepted such disagreement, at least from his service chiefs and when 
respectfully presented.34 Indeed, FDR appointed Marshall as army chief of 
staff only five months after the latter had in late 1938 openly disagreed 
with him at a White House meeting, replying to FDR, “Mr. President, I’m 
sorry, but I don’t agree with that at all.” When called to the White House in 
April of 1939 to be informed of his selection over thirty-three senior general 
officers, Marshall told the president that he “wanted the right to say what I 
think and it would often be unpleasing.” Roosevelt responded affirmatively. 
“You said yes pleasantly,” Marshall warned, “but it may be unpleasant.” 
On numerous occasions it was. Similarly, the crusty King had a wartime 
 reputation for being able to “raise holy hell with FDR.”35

The most notable and effective indirect method was the frequent use 
of presidential adviser and confidante Harry Hopkins as an informal 
 intermediary. In that role he was of invaluable assistance to the chiefs 
on numerous occasions. But Hopkins’ ultimate loyalty was of course 
to Roosevelt, a fact that clearly emerged during some of the serious 
 disagreements between the chiefs and the president. “Hopkins and I had 
an unspoken understanding,” Marshall later admitted in regard to one such 
case—China policy: “He was representing the president’s interest and I was 
not in agreement with it.” That held true for other issues as well. This was 
vividly illustrated, as will be shown, in the 1942 debate over cross-Channel 
versus North African operations.36

Leahy’s loyalty was also to FDR. Indeed, the official JCS minutes reveal 
the admiral often acting as a “watchdog” for presidential prerogatives in the 
linkage of strategy with policy, even balking at the inclusion of the term 
“grand strategy” within a JCS committee charter and pointedly asking his 
colleagues exactly what the term meant. He also objected to any JCS  concern 
with postwar political issues, and consistently took exception to JCS commit-
tee reports that he believed dealt with “purely political”  matters.37 Admittedly, 
this might have been the result of a personal belief in a strict division between 
military and political affairs. More likely it reflected Leahy’s recognition of 
the fact that Roosevelt jealously guarded his prerogatives in the policy realm 
and expected the admiral to do the same.
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Many if not most of Roosevelt’s conflicts with the chiefs were due to 
their different military and political perspectives. Roosevelt was, of course, 
more attuned to domestic and international political realities, while the 
chiefs were more attuned to military realities. Roosevelt was also willing to 
act on the basis of intuitive “hunches,” whereas his hardheaded chiefs had 
been trained to see the world as it appeared on the basis of hard facts. And 
throughout the war the president’s political impulses and intuition as well as 
his military judgments usually emerged triumphant, as they should have via 
both the Clausewitzian doctrine that war is an instrument of policy and the 
American tradition of civilian supremacy.

In 1940, for example, Roosevelt pressed material aid to Britain onto 
an army and navy that doubted London’s ability to survive the German 
onslaught and that insisted their own forces had to be expanded and 
 supplied first in this crisis. As one of Marshall’s staff officers pointedly 
warned in June, “if we were required to mobilize after having released 
guns necessary for this mobilization and were found to be short in  artillery 
materiel . . . everyone who was a party to the deal might hope to be found 
hanging from a lamp post.” Consequently Marshall and Stark recom-
mended what David Reynolds has aptly described as “a virtual ban on 
further arms sales to Britain”38—a recommendation the president f latly 
rejected. A similar conflict emerged over the wisdom of moving the f leet to 
Pearl Harbor in 1940, with the vehement and intemperately stated objec-
tions of Admiral James O. Richardson, leading to his relief as commander 
in chief of the U.S. Fleet, and in 1941 over aid to the Soviet Union—a 
nation British and American expert military opinion insisted would not 
survive two months against the German Wehrmacht.

Then in 1942, FDR with Hopkins’ connivance forced the Joint Chiefs 
to agree to an invasion of North Africa that they loathed instead of cross-
Channel operations that they clearly preferred, primarily for political rea-
sons: British refusal to cross the Channel in 1942 made the North African 
operation necessary to maintain the alliance, mollify the Soviets who had 
been “promised” a 1942 operation and thereby keep them in the war, mol-
lify public opinion that was demanding offensive action, and refocus that 
opinion on the European theater and away from its Pacific preoccupation. 
When the CCS during the June 1942 summit conference in Washington 
asserted a preference for no action over North Africa that year, they were 
directly overruled by Roosevelt and Churchill, who insisted that offensive 
action in the European theater was mandatory in 1942. And when Marshall 
and King in the following month suggested turning to the Pacific instead of 
North Africa, Roosevelt angrily rejected the idea as a bluff, a “red  herring,” 
the equivalent of “taking up your dishes and going away,” and “exactly 
what Germany hoped the United States would do following Pearl Harbor.” 
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Instead he ordered the army and navy chiefs to go to London with Hopkins 
and reach agreement on North Africa. He also reminded them that the 
defeat of Germany first was basic Anglo–American strategy and that such 
defeat “means the defeat of Japan, probably without firing a shot or losing a 
life.” And for emphasis he signed his orders “Commander-in-Chief.”39

According to Marshall, FDR also suggested that the historical record on 
the matter “should be altered so that it would not appear in later years that we 
had proposed what amounted to abandonment of the British.” Thankfully 
the Joint Chiefs did not do so. But they did bow to his wishes, with Hopkins 
torpedoing one final late-July effort in London to postpone final decision on 
cross-Channel versus North African operations until mid-September. The 
Joint Chiefs well understood the political nature of these decisions, noting 
in their official minutes that the president and “our political system would 
require major operations this year in Africa.” Marshall was even blunter after 
the war, telling his biographer Forrest C. Pogue that “the leader in a democ-
racy has to keep the people entertained. That may sound like the wrong 
word, but it conveys the thought,” he added. “People demand action.”40

As these quotes illustrate, the Joint Chiefs were well aware of the 
 political aspects of strategy making, and their strategic assessments and 
recommendations to the president usually included consideration of polit-
ical factors and were by no means “purely military” in nature. Indeed, 
one dual biographer of Roosevelt and Marshall has astutely noted that 
their highly successful wartime partnership partially rested on an ironic 
paradox whereby Roosevelt the great politician became one of the stron-
gest and most active military commanders in chief while Marshall, the 
supposedly quintessential “nonpolitical” soldier, became one of the 
nation’s most effective  politicians.41 “Nothing could be more mistaken,” 
Dean Acheson later wrote in this regard, “than to believe that General 
Marshall’s mind was a military mind in the sense that it was dominated 
by military  considerations. . . . When he thought about military problems, 
nonmilitary factors played a controlling part.”42 The same was true for 
other members of the JCS. That neither their British counterparts on the 
CCS nor others with whom they dealt perceived this was a conscious JCS 
policy. As Marshall later told biographer Pogue,

I doubt there was any one thing, except the shortage of LSTs, that came to 
our minds more frequently than the political factors. But we were very  careful, 
exceedingly careful, never to discuss them with the British, and from that 
they took the count that we didn’t observe those things at all. But we observed 
them constantly, with great frequency and particular solicitude. . . . We didn’t 
discuss it with them [the British] because we were not in any way putting our 
neck out as to political factors, which were the business of the head of state—
the President—who happened also to be the Commander-in-Chief.43
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Such reticence did not usually extend, however, to the State Department 
or the president. The chiefs and their planners consulted with State 
Department officials as well as FDR throughout the war, had State 
Department personnel assigned to individual theater commanders, and 
placed high-level representatives on the department’s important Advisory 
Committee on Postwar Foreign Policy. Simultaneously the secretaries of 
state, war, and navy met as a special committee, and in late 1944 a State–
War–Navy Coordinating Committee composed of uniformed officers as 
well as high-level civilians in all three departments began to function. The 
comments made by the uniformed officers on these committees, and by the 
Joint Chiefs themselves to both Roosevelt and the State Department, reveal 
substantial political sophistication by individuals who supposedly thought 
in “purely military” terms.

In late 1940 and early 1941, for example, Stark, Marshall and their key 
planners proposed a “Europe first” strategy based on the fact that British 
survival and the European balance of power were crucial to American 
security. To insure that survival and balance of power, they argued, the 
United States would have to become an active belligerent in the European 
war, and it should therefore relegate the Pacific to secondary consider-
ation and avoid immediate conflict with Japan at all costs. Implicit within 
these conclusions, and partially motivating their enunciation at this time, 
was a recommendation that the president reverse what the armed forces 
considered a provocative and dangerous State Department policy vis-à-vis 
Japan.44

In 1942 and 1943, the chiefs and their planners asserted that the Anglo–
American strategic conflict over cross-Channel versus Mediterranean 
 operations was only part of a broader and global strategic conflict between 
the two nations, one based upon their very different national policies and 
postwar interests that they explicitly identified. Protection of U.S. interests, 
they further argued, required not only cross-Channel operations but also a 
higher priority for the Pacific at the expense of the Mediterranean.45

And from late 1943 through early 1945, the Joint Chiefs and their senior 
military advisers argued that close collaboration with the Soviet Union both 
during and after the war had to be a fundamental U.S. policy objective. 
Without close wartime collaboration, they warned, Germany could not be 
defeated and U.S. casualties would reach enormous and unacceptably high 
levels. Furthermore, such collaboration had to continue into the postwar 
era because once the Axis Powers had been beaten, Moscow would possess 
“assured military dominance” in Central and Eastern Europe, the Middle 
East, and northeast Asia. This dominance, they warned, “could not be suc-
cessfully challenged eastward of the Rhine and the Adriatic.” This massive 
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expansion of Russian power, which the chiefs and their senior military 
advisers bluntly labeled “phenomenal” and “epochal,” coincided with a pre-
cipitous decline in British power that heralded a shift in the world  balance 
of power unparalleled since the fall of Rome.46

In short, the chiefs were predicting the rise of two postwar superpowers 
and insisting that conflict between the two had to be avoided. They did not 
naively ignore the possibility of future conflict; they merely warned against 
it. Indeed, they simultaneously prepared in their postwar plans for just such a 
contingency by insisting that postwar security be based upon national forces 
rather than an international police force, and by pressing for the acquisition 
of a worldwide system of air and naval bases as well as a central intelligence 
agency. This time, they insisted, there would be no complete postwar demo-
bilization: sufficient forces and bases would have to be maintained to provide 
security suitable for a global superpower, with suitability defined in global 
terms and potential enemies including a possibly hostile Soviet Union a s well 
as a resurgent Germany or Japan.47

The extent to which Roosevelt agreed or disagreed with such politico–
military assessments by his military chiefs varied with both the issues and 
the period. The chiefs’ 1940–1941 recommendations regarding the Europe-
first strategy and Japan made perfect sense in light of political and military 
realities as perceived by the chiefs and their planners, but it ignored the pos-
sible negative reaction of America’s Far Eastern allies as well as the problems 
with American public opinion that Roosevelt would face if he tried to pur-
sue a highly aggressive policy in Europe in conjunction with what amounted 
to appeasement of Japan. Consequently, although he fully accepted the 
Europe-first strategy and the logic behind it, he rejected the change in policy 
toward Japan that the chiefs considered mandatory to achieve success in 
their strategy as well as their late 1941 call for at least a temporary agree-
ment with Tokyo to postpone if not avoid war.48 Similarly, and as previously 
noted, FDR rejected the chiefs’ Pacific proposals in 1942 as counterproduc-
tive to both the alliance and the war effort.49 In 1943, however, with more 
American resources and power at his command vis-à-vis the British as well 
as the Axis, he accepted JCS arguments, resulting in both cross-Channel 
operations in 1944 and a higher priority for the Pacific campaigns. As for 
JCS 1943–1945 policy recommendations regarding the Soviets, they mir-
rored Roosevelt’s policy exactly, leaving open the question as to who had 
influenced whom. Most likely the president and his military chiefs simply 
agreed, and in a symbiotic relationship reinforced each  other—until April of 
1945, when Roosevelt’s death, the post-Yalta breakdown in Soviet–American 
relations, and the looming final defeat of Germany led to increasing calls 
within the armed forces as well as the administration for a policy shift. That 
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shift began with an April 1945 alteration in previous JCS policy regarding 
the Soviets.50

* * *

Two additional and related aspects of Roosevelt’s record in regard to 
American military power deserve brief analysis here: intelligence and Anglo–
American military relations. As previously mentioned, the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff had been formed in early 1942 so as to parallel the British Chiefs of 
Staff Committee within the Combined Chiefs of Staff that would run the 
unprecedented Anglo–American global war effort. Intelligence gathering 
would be a key component of that war effort. So would Anglo–American 
sharing of such intelligence.

Roosevelt took a strong interest in both. As David Stafford has aptly 
noted, FDR and Churchill were both “Men of Secrets” who were deeply 
interested in wartime intelligence gathering.51 Furthermore, such intelli-
gence gathering expanded enormously during World War II. In the United 
States it centered not only in the intelligence divisions of the army and navy 
staffs, but also in the Office of the Coordinator for Information, William J. 
Donovan, which evolved during the war into the Office of Strategic Services 
(OSS). Personally selected by FDR, Donovan maintained throughout the 
war a very close relationship with the president and created within the OSS 
an enormous bureaucracy that involved not only extensive intelligence gath-
ering, but also “black” operations, academic research and analysis, and liai-
son with and training of anti-Axis resistance movements.

Intelligence-gathering expanded not only quantitatively and bureau-
cratically, but also technologically during World War II. Particularly 
noteworthy in this regard was the development of Signals Intelligence 
(SIGINT), whereby critical military information was sent via encryption 
over radio waves and often intercepted and deciphered. While the suc-
cessful American breaking of the Japanese codes became publicly known 
soon after the war, other extensive and very high-level signals intelligence 
remained the last and best-kept secret of the war until the mid-1970s. 
Particularly noteworthy in this regard was the British “Ultra Secret,” the 
deciphering at Bletchley Park of the highest level German military intel-
ligence from the so-called Enigma enciphering machine.52

Intelligence ties between the United States and Great Britain were first 
established informally in 1941 and then formally in early 1942 via the for-
mation of a Combined Anglo–American Intelligence Committee under the 
CCS. Despite intense competition and suspicion between the two nations 
in the intelligence realm, those ties grew stronger as the war progressed. By 
June of 1942 American code breakers had joined the British at Bletchley 
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Park, and in late 1942/early 1943 the two nations agreed, in the so-called 
BRUSA accord, to a sharing of intelligence results and personnel, which was 
unprecedented in modern history. “Never before,” Bradley F. Smith aptly 
concluded “had two countries agreed to share the most profound secrets 
they possessed about their enemies. Even more significant, no governments 
previously had obligated themselves to carry out an exchange of personnel 
within such sensitive and secret operations.” So sensitive and extensive were 
these wartime exchanges, Smith maintains, that they virtually guaranteed 
a continuation of the alliance into the postwar era, since any break would 
compromise the security of both countries.53

Weapons development was another important aspect of the war effort 
in which extensive Anglo–American sharing took place. It was also one 
in which Roosevelt took a strong interest. Most notable in this regard was 
the sharing he proposed to Churchill as early as October of 1941 regard-
ing development of an atomic bomb. This proposal would eventually lead 
to a series of secret Churchill–Roosevelt wartime agreements for full col-
laboration in atomic research and a postwar Anglo–American monopoly on 
any weapon that might result from that research. However, Churchill had 
to prod Roosevelt in 1943 to fulfill his commitments in regard to sharing 
research results. And unlike the BRUSA intelligence-sharing accord, which 
remains in effect as of this writing, these nuclear agreements did not survive 
the war itself. Indeed, the United States in effect abrogated them via both 
presidential and congressional action in 1945–1946.54

* * *

What then, was the Roosevelt legacy in military affairs?
On the positive side the United States under FDR created one of the 

 greatest war machines in history, an enormous force that played a pivotal 
role in the total defeat of the Axis Powers in World War II and that made the 
United States a global military superpower. That force was largely created 
and led by outstanding chiefs of staff whom Roosevelt personally selected, 
granted greatly expanded powers, and organized into a body directly respon-
sible to him. During the war they and he worked together in some of the 
closest and most effective civil–military relations in U.S. history, relations in 
which Roosevelt personally and consistently maintained control and thereby 
preserved one of the oldest and most important traditions in American 
 civil–military relations. FDR was also responsible for an enormous qualita-
tive as well as quantitative expansion of American intelligence gathering and 
 scientific research geared to warfare, and for the establishment of exception-
ally close ties with Great Britain in these realms as well as in the area of global 
military planning.
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On the negative side, however, Roosevelt maintained control over the 
U.S. armed forces in what many labeled a haphazard, chaotic, and seriously 
defective manner. He also seriously diminished the power of the civilian 
service secretaries and the secretary of state over those armed forces, while 
simultaneously increasing his own executive power and that of the armed 
forces and their chiefs enormously—and dangerously. Equally dangerous, 
some critics maintain, was the huge intelligence apparatus he oversaw but 
did not sufficiently control.

What all of this would mean for postwar America emerged soon after 
Roosevelt’s April 1945 death and the end of the war itself five months later. 
That end led to the rapid demobilization of the massive war machine that 
had been created during the war. It did not lead to the demise of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff organization, however, or many of the other informal insti-
tutions that had sprung up to coordinate the American war effort. To the 
contrary, many of those institutions were formalized only a few years later 
when Congress, in the National Security Act of 1947 and its 1949 amend-
ment, created the basics of the National Security Establishment we still live 
with today. Included within that establishment was a fully chartered Joint 
Chiefs of Staff with a chairman and representatives from a now independent 
air force as well as the army and the navy, a nascent Department of Defense 
to replace the old War and Navy Departments, and a Central Intelligence 
Agency to replace the wartime OSS. To insure full coordination in the for-
mulation and execution of national security policy, the act also established a 
series of joint military schools; special boards for munitions, resources, and 
research/development; a War Council consisting of the JCS and the military 
secretaries; a National Securities Board to keep the president informed on the 
coordination of civilian and military mobilization; and a National Security 
Council (NSC) to which the CIA was to report directly. The predecessor 
to the body that still bears its original name, the NSC was to consist of the 
president, the secretary of state, the secretary of defense, the three  service 
secretaries, the chairman of the National Securities Board, and  others the 
president might wish to appoint.

The full history of the National Security Act of 1947 and its amendments 
is extraordinarily complex. It involved numerous and often savage political 
conflicts, both military and civilian, whose details are not appropriate sub-
jects for this chapter. What is important to note is the paradoxical impact 
of Roosevelt’s legacy on the 1947 act. On one hand, in its establishment of 
formal institutional structures, the act was partially motivated by a desire to 
avoid a repetition of what was generally perceived to have been Roosevelt’s 
overly personal, informal, and inadequate processes. It ironically did so, 
however, by formalizing and expanding many of the ad hoc institutional 
arrangements that Roosevelt had created during the war years at the very 
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moment that the massive armed forces of those years were being largely 
demobilized. Most important in this regard was the fact that the powerful 
Joint Chiefs of Staff organization created during the war years was formal-
ized and made a central feature of the postwar defense establishment.

That National Security Establishment also expanded and institutional-
ized the wartime intelligence service that Roosevelt had established with 
the OSS and the wartime structures for economic mobilization that had 
played so important a role in Allied victory. And within the very concept 
of national security policy as defined in the years immediately following 
the end of World War II, it also institutionalized a view of the world and a 
response to threats that echoed in many ways the views and policies of the 
Roosevelt Administration from 1940 to 1945.

Most notable in this regard was the belief that a hegemonic European power, 
be it Germany or Russia, constituted a potential threat to American security 
that could not be tolerated. Along with that conclusion went a belief that the 
threat should be met in Europe rather than in the Western Hemisphere, and 
that the United States should therefore continue to remain deeply involved 
with European allies, particularly, but far from exclusively, Great Britain, in 
international affairs and organizations. By 1947 this “forward” strategy had 
been defined in terms of the “containment” of the Soviet Union.

Interestingly, the strategy was at first largely economic via the Economic 
Recovery Plan—and in that sense similar to Roosevelt’s 1940–1941 
 strategy of Lend-Lease aid to Britain. Also interesting is the fact that it 
was first publicly proposed by none other than wartime army chief of 
staff George C. Marshall, now serving as secretary of state. By 1950–1951, 
however, containment had become largely military, as had Roosevelt’s 
policy after Pearl Harbor. The 1947 act and 1949 amendment provided 
the institutional framework within which to make it so and to rebuild the 
American World War II arsenal and forces, at the same time the United 
States agreed to join the states of Western Europe in a formal peacetime 
military alliance—the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.

Actually the U.S. World War II arsenal and forces had never been totally 
dismantled. As the wartime JCS had insisted, U.S. military forces were not 
fully demobilized after German and Japanese surrender. At their low point 
in 1948, they admittedly had been decreased from over 12 million in 1945 
to fewer than one and a half million personnel. But that latter number nev-
ertheless constituted by far the largest peacetime force in U.S. history—and 
more than four times the size of the force that had existed in 1939. The 
United States also stood in sole possession of the atomic bomb and had 
an industrial base unscathed by wartime attack, unsurpassed in size and 
power, and fully capable of another wartime conversion. Furthermore, the 
1947 act provided the structure for that conversion and, along with the 1948 
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reinstitution of the draft, for the massive expansion of the U.S. armed forces 
whenever such an expansion was considered necessary—something that 
occurred only a few years later. Indeed, that expansion originated in an early 
1950 National Security Council Paper, NSC 68, calling for a major U.S. 
rearmament effort and a national security policy based upon a militarized 
and global containment policy in response to the communist triumph in the 
Chinese civil war and Soviet acquisition of an atomic bomb.

The Truman Administration illustrated soon thereafter the enormous 
war powers now housed in the White House when it committed the United 
States to a war in Korea without any congressional declaration of war. 
Interestingly, it made use of the same tool the Roosevelt Administration 
had used in 1940 for the first time in U.S. history—a peacetime draft—to 
create the force  necessary to fight that war. Equally interesting is the fact 
that the individual most responsible for the creation of that force was once 
again George Marshall, this time as the new secretary of defense rather 
than army chief of staff or  secretary of state. But it would be largely up to 
Marshall’s wartime protégé and Truman’s successor as president, Dwight D. 
Eisenhower, to make full use of the National Security Council and National 
Security Establishment that had been created in the war’s aftermath. That 
he did so indirectly, in what Fred Greenstein aptly labeled, the “hidden-
hand presidency,” would probably have appealed to an FDR famous for 
indirection.55

As previously noted, much of this postwar National Security Establishment 
can be considered a reaction to one of the negative aspects of the Roosevelt 
legacy—his informality and apparently chaotic, haphazard decision-making 
style. All his informal institutional arrangements of the war years were now, 
in the postwar era, formalized and given legal charters—something FDR 
had studiously avoided. Also formalized was a special new body to coordi-
nate foreign, economic, and military policies into a global national security 
policy. No longer would such coordination be blocked by a state department 
jealous of its prerogatives. Nor would it ever again depend solely upon the 
whims of one man in the White House.

Yet that man had ironically provided in nascent form many of the key 
components for this institutional revolution and for postwar U.S. security 
policy itself. In seeking to avoid any repetition of Roosevelt’s behavior, his 
successors had ironically been forced to formalize and expand what he had 
begun. The National Security Establishment thus stands simultaneously as 
a reaction to Roosevelt, as his institutional replacement, and as his legacy. 
Whether its postwar record has been superior to his wartime record in terms 
of positive versus negative consequences is an interesting question to ponder. 
The answer is by no means clear. As Eric Larrabee noted, the post-Roosevelt 
years “witnessed catastrophic failures of coordination between politics and 
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the military that his years in office did not. Perhaps there was more method 
to his maneuverings than appeared.”56

In this regard, it is interesting to note that Roosevelt during World 
War II opposed the creation not only of a true JCS chairman, but also the 
unified army–navy–air staff that many called for during the war—be it 
under MacArthur or under anyone else. Each of the Joint Chiefs remained 
a service chief as well as a member of this interservice body, representing the 
interests of his branch rather than the armed forces as a whole. While critics 
have consistently bewailed the inefficiency of and inherent conflicts within 
such a system, it effectively created checks and balances within the armed 
forces high command that matched the checks and balances within the U.S. 
government. As a result, it may well have precluded the assumption of even 
more power by the armed forces in the postwar years and a fundamental 
threat to civilian control of the military.

It is also interesting to note how the post-World War II Joint Chiefs 
behaved when such a threat did emerge in 1951, with MacArthur’s chal-
lenge to President Truman’s limited war policy in Korea. Those chiefs 
backed the president rather than the general. So did Marshall as secretary 
of defense. Despite the enormous growth in the power of the service chiefs 
during Roosevelt’s presidency, they remained properly subordinate to civil 
authority.
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C h a p t e r  4

The Sheriffs: FDR’s 
Postwar World1

Warren F. Kimball2

William Henry Chamberlain, a biting and bitter critic of Franklin 
Roosevelt’s foreign policies, sarcastically warned in 1940 that “I am 
anticipating the day when possession of Tibet and Afghanistan will be 
represented as vitally necessary to the security of Kansas and Nebraska.” 
“Nothing short of eerie,” observed one historian.3 Whatever those eerie 
echoes in today’s world, FDR would have been appalled by the very con-
cept. His vision of the postwar world order specifically excluded using 
military power for political goals, and envisaged a regional approach 
that would limit the direct  policing and persuading role of the United 
States to the Western Hemisphere. Of course, to elaborate a bit on a 
 commonplace—power corrupts, or is at least an irresistible temptation, 
and absolute (or near-absolute) power corrupts accordingly.

FDR’s legacies? There are two broad ones, although the subcatego-
ries make it a bit more complex. In reality, all these legacies are intercon-
nected and part of what I have previously lumped under the term, FDR’s 
Americanism.4 He was heir to all his nation’s traditions. But World War II 
created a tabula rasa of sorts that allowed Roosevelt to distill the mix of 
what he inherited and what he foresaw into a world order or system that has 
lasted for sixty years—though not everything came out as FDR intended.5 
(As an aside: Whether or not the so-called War on Terrorism proclaimed 
by President George W. Bush after the 9/11 atrocities is an indicator of a 
new world order is a question for future historians. My sense is that the 
world Franklin Roosevelt helped, in a major way, to create will outlast the 
thugs and ideologues who believe that random killing will allow them to 



W a r r e n  F .  K i m b a l l92

impose their views. FDR would have certainly condemned the terrorists 
as persons operating outside of any reasonable and civilized interpretation 
of law and order—one of the highest priorities of both Roosevelt and the 
United States).6

So what were, and are, FDR’s legacies for the world?
First: “Regionalized cooperative internationalism” or globalism, which 

includes the “scrapping” of so-called isolationism—A.K.A. unilateralism—
the designation of the dominant role of the Great Powers (the four or so 
policemen), the establishment of an international organization to facilitate 
Great Power collaboration, the everlasting American crusade for economic 
“liberalism,” the creation of an atmosphere into which “containment” could 
comfortably fit, and raising the issue of decolonization—although that fits 
also in the second great legacy, which is:

Americanism—shorthand for everything besides Roosevelt’s geopoliti-
cal thinking: the internationalization of the New Deal, FDR’s conviction 
that leadership and persuasion were the means for creating peaceful rela-
tionships, and his calm and unshakable belief in the American democratic 
 tradition, combined with the awareness that the results were far from perfect 
(as Eleanor Roosevelt constantly reminded him).7

There are a number of mythical or non-legacies that serve as defining 
antonyms for Roosevelt’s shadow:

- Roosevelt was a believer in and practitioner of realpolitik.
- Contradictorily, Roosevelt is guilty of “making Wilsonianism . . . the U.S. 

diplomatic tradition.”8

- Roosevelt sought to establish the kind of international  organization 
that emerged at the end of World War II—the United Nations 
Organization.

- Roosevelt planned for nation- or state-building in postwar Germany and 
Japan.

- Roosevelt caused the precipitate decolonization of European empires.
- Roosevelt became a “cold warrior” before his death.
- The last entry is the famous quote from British historian A.J.P. Taylor: 

“Of the great men at the top, Roosevelt was the only one who knew what 
he was doing: he made the United States the greatest power in the world 
at virtually no cost.”9

All these statements are myths, or exaggerations, or distortions. (I do 
assume that by this time we can safely dismiss, without comment, the silly 
and historically unsupportable accusations that FDR was an international 
Socialist, or that his musings about so-called convergence meant that he 
wanted the United States to become more like Stalin’s USSR. Similarly 
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for exaggerated claims that his actions and policies contributed to the 
Holocaust).10

* * *

But before digging into the mind of Franklin Roosevelt, before trying to 
assess his international legacy in the postwar world, we need a brief reminder 
of the legacies that helped shape FDR’s thinking.

The popular judgment, and FDR’s oft-repeated claim, is that his “great 
crusade” was against “the isolationists.” A “second chance” is what historian 
Robert Divine called the effort—a second chance to do what Woodrow 
Wilson had tried—a second chance to get America and Americans commit-
ted to internationalism. But Roosevelt did not rescue the United States from 
“isolationism.” The very word still begs for clear definition, but FDR had no 
interest in clarifying the debate. For him it simply described the enemy, the 
political opposition (for the most part the Republicans), those who opposed 
his steady steps toward aiding the Allies. Thanks to Hitler and the Nazis, 
the label was too politically useful, too politically powerful, too much of a 
political tar baby to throw away by defining it. By 1944, Life magazine could 
proclaim in an editorial that “Isolationism is Dead.” FDR reacted strongly, 
commenting that “anybody who thinks isolationism is dead in this country 
is crazy. As soon as this war is over, it may be stronger than ever.”11

But what Roosevelt fought before World War II was not “isolationism,” 
no matter how useful he found that label. The real issue was American 
complacency, overconfidence, and even indifference regarding Hitler’s 
Germany. Just when FDR started that fight is debatable, but what he had 
to fight was the persistent American conviction that the United States was 
always right and that what was “right” was invincible.12 He had to contend 
with the popular sentiment that the United States could “go it alone” in the 
world—something the founding fathers had rejected out of hand 165 years 
earlier. To the end of his days, FDR feared a resurgence of what he called 
isolationism, but he could not have foreseen that it would reemerge in its 
true character—unilateralism.

Of course, America and most Americans had never been isolationist, 
not in any dictionary meaning of the word. To isolate is to quarantine, to 
separate completely from outside contacts. Roosevelt’s early thinking on 
international affairs and structure came, according to most historians, from 
two sources—his cousin, President Theodore Roosevelt, and Woodrow 
Wilson, who in 1913 became the first Democratic president in sixteen years 
and was the man who brought FDR onto the national political scene.13 
TR brought “realism” and Great Power politics to bear; Wilson offered, 
well. . . . Wilsonianism, that idealistic combining of belief in an American 
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style political economy (though Wilson emphasized democracy more than 
economics) with a mission, a duty to proselytize, all wrapped neatly in a 
blanket labeled “international cooperation.”

The mix of realism and Wilsonianism, both of them internationalist 
 concepts, that FDR inherited was itself an inheritance. The founders of 
the American state and government were far from being isolationists. After 
all, they lived in a world of empires—political and economic—that linked 
peoples of differing ethnicity, history, and cultures. To survive in that world 
of empires required that the fledgling United States of America take a low 
profile, staying out of squabbles between the powerful empire-nations of 
Europe. That may have seemed to later generations as an attempt by the 
United States to isolate, to quarantine itself, to play the role of ostrich with 
its head in the sand. But the ostrich’s ample rump was as visible to its ene-
mies as was the mound of American resources and trade that had made the 
New World worth the fight. Thomas Paine understood just that when he 
recommended that the United States stand aloof and let the empire-nations 
of the world seek it out. Trade and commerce would bring them to America. 
The mercantilism of that era assumed that empires had to be closed corpo-
rations. John Adams and Paine stood mercantilism on its head and argued 
that the entire world was America’s “empire” for commerce.14 This was not 
isolationism, but a search for an appropriate combining of political caution 
(noninvolvement) and greatly expanded global trade. Little wonder that the 
autarkic economic polices of Hitler and Japan were viewed with deep suspi-
cion and anger by Roosevelt, Hull, and the entire Administration.

No less a personage than Senator J. William Fulbright proposed that 
Roosevelt’s public policies in the two years before American entry into 
World War II constituted an unfortunate legacy. “FDR’s deviousness in a 
good cause made it much easier for [LBJ] to practice the same kind of devi-
ousness in a bad cause.” Perhaps “stealth and deception” did characterize 
Roosevelt’s path to war.15 But Fulbright’s argument mitigates or even excuses 
Congressional behavior. Given the degree of American aid to Britain and the 
Soviet Union before the United States entered the war, FDR can be, and is, 
seen as the president who set the pattern followed during the Cold War and 
afterward for fighting undeclared wars. Although undeclared wars, perhaps, 
have been an American “tradition” since the Quasi-War with France in the 
late 1790s. In the case of both Germany and Japan, Roosevelt’s vaunted skills 
at “educating” the American public were not so great as to be able to convince 
them, and Congress, that the United States should declare war on Germany 
in the summer and autumn of 1941, if that was his intention. Whatever the 
tactics Roosevelt used,—from disingenuousness to lies—Congress (and 
thus the public) had ample opportunities to say “No!” But that is not what 
happened. Instead, Congress questioned, carped, harped, and waffled, but 
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ultimately concluded that FDR was on the right path. A great myth is that 
the American people (whatever that means), given information and the 
opportunity, will not choose war and violence, but rather rational discussion 
and negotiation, to solve confrontations. History suggests otherwise. The 
entry of the United States into World War II, however halting and accompa-
nied by Roosevelt’s deceptions and disingenuousness, came about because the 
American  people—speaking through their representatives in the assembled 
Congress—agreed to and accepted (few ever desire) war. If lies were told, 
Congress had the power to question and dig into the truth. Responsibility for 
foreign policy lies not solely in the West Wing.16

In any event, the hands-down favorite for Roosevelt’s most significant 
legacy is what one historian referred to as the “scrapping” of unilateralism—
mistakenly called isolationism—in favor of embedding “conflicting unilat-
eral priorities within a cooperative multilateral framework.” In other words, 
cooperative globalism or, more simply, working with other nations to achieve 
peaceful resolution of significant clashes of national interest.17 It was, of 
course, a great deal more complicated than that.

The place to start with any analysis of FDR’s thinking is where he started—
with the assumption that great (world) wars are generated by great (world) pow-
ers. Everything else proceeded from that premise. The grand myth held by 
twentieth-century American warriors has been that a peaceful world would be 
the happy and legitimizing outcome of a vast military conflict. Roosevelt was 
no exception. He dreamily mused about worldwide disarmament, once blithely 
stating that “the smaller powers might have rifles but nothing more danger-
ous.” The Great Powers were exempted, of course, for he knew they would 
not disarm. But he decriminalized that exemption by calling the Great Powers 
“policemen”—an idea he broached even before the United States entered 
World War II. He mentioned it to Churchill at their first meeting in August 
1941, and a few weeks later casually spoke during a dinner party about the need 
for Britain and America “to police the entire world.”18 He quickly went on to 
describe “police procedures”: The key was “trust,” not the application of “sanc-
tions,” that is, force (political, military, or, presumably, economic).

In the spring of 1942, when Soviet Foreign Minister V. M. Molotov vis-
ited Washington, Roosevelt seized the opportunity to outline his conception 
of a postwar “system.” FDR offered his notion of three or four policemen 
(including the USSR) for the postwar world, and elaborated on his belief that 
other states should be disarmed. Stalin’s private reaction, sent to Molotov, 
was enthusiastic. “Roosevelt’s considerations about peace protection after 
the war are absolutely sound. . . . Tell Roosevelt . . . his position will be fully 
supported by the Soviet Government.”19

Crucial to any understanding of FDR’s postwar vision is his consistent 
emphasis on the regional role of each of the policemen, which by the time of 
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the Teheran Conference included the Soviet Union and China. Journalist/
reporter Forrest Davis, writing with FDR’s approval and assistance about that 
first Big Three meeting, related how Roosevelt had conducted a “seminar” 
for Stalin on the Good-Neighbor Policy in the Western Hemisphere. Davis 
concluded that Roosevelt staked “much on his good-neighbor diplomacy 
with Moscow.”20 “But how are regional ‘policemen’ to avoid the Orwellian 
temptation, even necessity, of creating a sphere of influence in their region? 
How is such a region different from a Pax Britannica, a Russian Empire, or a 
Monroe Doctrine? That Roosevelt perceived a difference is clear. It was one 
of many apparent contradictions that he never clarified.”21

Yet the concept was not as vague as it appeared. The Good-Neighbor 
Policy and U.S. relations with Canada both illustrated what FDR had in 
mind. Leadership—which combined persuasion, power, and especially 
patience—would prevent local crises from morphing into global confronta-
tions. Davis described the president’s thinking: “This American association 
of nations has become a highly effective organization capable of express-
ing the hemisphere’s united will. . . . Its bonds are loose. . . . The system 
 functions as a continuing peace conference, which mediates before, not 
after, hostilities.”22 The lecture to Stalin might well have been titled: “How 
to Run a Region.”

But regionalism was not to be exclusive. In spring 1943, a time when 
Harry Hopkins certainly spoke for FDR, the presidential advisor warned 
the British against any attempt to establish a European Council (based, 
of course, in London) for fear it would result in American “isolationists” 
doing the same thing in the Western Hemisphere. FDR’s regional group-
ings could not exclude any of the Great Powers lest that set one region (and 
one policeman) against another.23 At the start of the war, Roosevelt had 
viewed European power politics and colonialism as the greatest threats to 
postwar peace. By 1943, he recognized that the Soviet Union had become 
a new major player on the scene and could, if it so chose, be an even greater 
threat to international cooperation. The president had no intention of 
 fighting World War II in order to get ready for the next one, so bring-
ing the USSR into a cooperative relationship with the other Great Powers 
became the priority.

By mid-1943, with the Germans halted in North Africa and the tide about 
to turn on the Russian front, European frontiers and self-determination 
became a major issue. From the outset, Stalin had been unequivocal about 
having “friendly” governments around the Soviet periphery in Eastern Europe, 
and Roosevelt’s (and Churchill’s) dreams of persuading Stalin to be a coopera-
tive participant in the postwar world required that the Soviet leader feel secure, 
satisfied, and sure of Anglo–American reliability. But since self-determination 
meant independence for the Balts and the establishment of an anti-Soviet 
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government in Warsaw, how then to avoid the obvious? Both Roosevelt and 
Churchill had tried to create a good postwar relationship with the Soviet 
Union even before the Stalingrad victory, in February 1943, demonstrated 
the likelihood of Red Army occupation of the territory Stalin demanded. 
What recourse was left to London and Washington? Military confrontation 
was no option, at least not with Anglo–American forces still struggling in 
North Africa and fifteen months away from an invasion of Western Europe. 
More to the point, what long-term hope for peace if the United States and 
Britain chose to confront the Russians? More frightening and apparently pos-
sible, what if playing diplomatic hardball prompted Stalin to cut a deal with 
Hitler? The atomic bomb might change that calculation, but that weapon 
was still only a project, not a reality. Then there was Japan waiting in the 
wings. Rather than fruitlessly opposing any expansion of Soviet power in 
Eastern Europe, the Anglo–Americans opted to continue to promote long-
term cooperation. As Roosevelt and Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles 
told British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden, “the real  decisions should be 
made by the United States, Great Britain, Russia and China, who would be 
the powers for many years to come that would have to police the world.” 
Self-determination would, quite obviously, be bestowed by the Big Four, 
assuming they could agree on the details.24

A 1943 British Foreign Office memorandum, “The United Nations Plan 
for Organising Peace,” echoed Roosevelt’s thinking: “Stability” and “world 
order” were possible only if “the World Powers are prepared to accept the 
responsibilities of leadership within the United Nations.” That would require 
Great Power agreement and a willingness “to take joint action to enforce it.” 
With remarkable prescience, the memo went on to warn that the alternative 
would be “the World Powers, each with its circle of client States, facing each 
other in a rivalry which may merge imperceptibly into hostility.”25

Roosevelt did not formally endorse the “percentages” agreement made by 
Churchill and Stalin at their Moscow (tolstoy) meeting in October 1944, 
whereby the two divided up Eastern Europe into various quite silly and 
unworkable degrees of influence in Bulgaria, Greece, Yugoslavia, Romania, 
and Hungary. The arrangement seemed to constitute a clear-cut spheres of 
influence deal, although neither the British nor the Russians could define 
what 90 percent/10 percent influence meant. Even so, FDR quietly accepted 
it without protest because how they cooperated to lead in their regions was 
their business—so long as they did not create closed, exclusive areas of influ-
ence and control (or use the dreaded phrase “spheres of influence”).26

FDR’s descriptions of how the Police would work resembled the role of 
an American frontier sheriff more than that of a big city police chief. In the 
classic American Westerns, the sheriff seems aloof, or nearly so, protect-
ing the people but not really working for them; following his own practical 
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set of rules; preferring persuasion and using his gun only when forced to 
(which was, of course, routinely the case); his authority coming from his 
own strength and character and principles rather than from a structured, 
elected town government.27

Fifty years after the war, former president George H. Bush told a West 
Point audience that “if we don’t defend our interests and stand up for what 
we believe, no one else will, . . . Where we choose not to lead, no other coun-
try or institution is apt to magically appear.” But he emphasized that the 
United States should not be the world’s “policeman,” but be more like a 
“sheriff” who would “organize the posse, but not shoulder the burden our-
selves.” Bush pointed to his own success in the first Persian Gulf War as 
an example of how the United States can lead other nations against a hos-
tile enemy. Whether or not FDR would have agreed with the example is 
speculation; but he would have pulled back from the word “posse,” with its 
implication that the use of force to achieve political goals was legitimate. 
And he would have been aghast at the recent suggestion of one political 
scientist who took a giant step beyond what G.H. Bush suggested by seizing 
the “sheriff” analogy to praise and promote a unilateralist global guard-
ian’s role for the United States. Somehow, Darth Vader seems a more apt 
image for that role than does the classic Hollywood sheriff. Unilateralism 
was Roosevelt’s opponent, not his legacy.28

Roosevelt (with help from Nazi Germany and Japan) had convinced 
Americans that they were in the world, not safe from it. They had to be 
routinely involved rather than being involved only when it suited them. 
FDR’s approach to globalism, however regionalized, emphasized leadership 
and persuasion. Nonetheless, implicit in the policemen approach was that 
force was available if leadership and persuasion failed. But that has been 
true historically for all nonviolent movements—as Gandhi in India and 
Martin Luther King in the United States both illustrate. Failure threatened 
to unleash stronger passions and purposes and thus prompt the use of less 
peaceful methods.29

By war’s end five nations had qualified to join the police force—Great 
Britain, China, the Soviet Union, the United States, and France (at Britain’s 
special request). The Five “Sheriffs” received their badges in mid-1945 when 
the United Nations Organization enshrined them as permanent members of 
the Security Council, each with full and equal veto power.

That international organization seems to be one of FDR’s shadows, one of 
his legacies. His longtime secretary of state, Cordell Hull, epitomized those 
who believed, or at least argued, that had the United States entered Wilson’s 
League of Nations, World War II could or would have been avoided. That 
was a powerful political argument, one that smoothed the path for U.S. sup-
port of what became the United Nations Organization (UNO).
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But those searching for a patron saint for the UNO should quickly pass 
Franklin Roosevelt by. Quoting FDR is a bit like quoting the Bible or the 
Koran to prove an argument. Words out of context and divorced from actions 
tell us much less, or more, than meets the eye. Roosevelt spoke with posi-
tive optimism in public about the UNO. But more privately and inside the 
government he consistently expressed coolness and doubt about the utility of 
the United Nations as an international body, always emphasizing that what 
mattered, what really mattered, was Great Power cooperation. At no time 
did he believe that the UNO was a critical element in his conception of a 
workable, practical international structure. The peaceful global cooperation 
that FDR thought indispensable was a consultative, trusting, regionalized 
relationship between the major powers. If a UNO fostered that, fine. If it 
did not, then the UNO was marginal or even dangerous. He did persuade 
Stalin and Churchill to support a postwar international organization, but 
what mattered for FDR (as well as for Stalin and Churchill) was providing an 
institutional structure for that Great Power cooperation—what became the 
Security Council. Everything else was secondary at best. He saw the UNO 
as a convenient venue for Great Power negotiations, and the UN General 
Assembly as a “talking shop” that could threaten the practicality of the orga-
nization. As Churchill cynically put it: “The eagle should permit the small 
birds to sing and care not wherefore they sang.”30 Whatever the ruminations 
of others about a world federation, Roosevelt paid scant attention.31 His inter-
national organization was a convenience, not a necessity.

Nonetheless, by 1944, growing public support in the United States for 
joining a formal international organization meant that the idea had become 
a vehicle for committing Americans to the regionalized cooperative inter-
nationalism (globalism) that FDR advocated.32 He would tell reporters that 
“the United Nations will evolve into the best method ever devised for stop-
ping war,” but what he meant was the Great Powers. That might develop 
into working through the Security Council—he once mused about serving 
as secretary-general of the UNO. The Great Powers would be the only 
nations with the necessary military and economic power. Only they could 
“stop war.”33

FDR played a role in creating what became today’s United Nations, but 
he was nobody’s saint. After all, the veto was Roosevelt’s idea, not Stalin’s. 
Even the debate over whether the veto could be used to prevent matters 
from coming before the Security Council for discussion found FDR ambiv-
alent. He could (and did) imagine issues of U.S. conduct in the Western 
Hemisphere that were better kept within the Good Neighborhood he hoped 
to foster. Edward Stettinius recorded FDR remarking that “he was not too 
worried about the question of voting in the [Security] council since, if the 
shoe were on the other foot, the American people would be very reluctant to 
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see the United States deprived of a vote if it were involved in a dispute with 
Mexico.”34

FDR’s operational principle was obvious. If the Security Council could 
challenge one of the Great Powers, that nation would simply refuse to obey. If 
pressured, it would drop out of the UNO just as had happened to the League in 
the 1930s. When the Republican House Minority Leader Joe Martin insisted 
that the “absolute veto” would allow any of the Great Powers to “create chaos,” 
Stettinius summarized the president’s thinking: If the Big Three—the United 
States, Britain, and Russia—had a falling out, the “world organization” could 
do nothing about it and would destroy itself if it tried.35 Irrespective of whether 
or not FDR intended to exclude France and China from the designation “Big,” 
that certainly characterized his thinking. As FDR once told Eden, the Great 
Powers would have the key responsibility for “all the more important decisions 
and wield police powers . . .” The general assembly would meet once a year to 
let “the smaller powers . . . blow off steam,”36 but if that body tried to make 
policy, the organization was doomed. A month after Roosevelt’s death, Stalin 
told Harry Hopkins that the dispute about vetoing Security Council discus-
sions was “an insignificant matter.”37 FDR would have quickly agreed.

The great flail over the veto was, for Roosevelt, small potatoes. Not 
only did it threaten U.S.–Soviet cooperation, but the reality was that FDR 
agreed—as did his major Congressional allies. Arthur Vandenberg and 
Tom Connally, the Republican and Democratic godfathers of the UNO in 
the Senate, both insisted that the veto was “untouchable,” for “it provided 
a shield against encroachments on national sovereignty, . . .” The “small 
nations’ revolt” at the San Francisco Conference (April–May 1945), which 
aimed at limiting the veto held by the Big Five, only proved the point.38

Similarly insignificant was Stalin’s request for additional votes in the UN 
General Assembly for ostensibly independent Soviet republics (he eventually 
accepted two). The president’s concern was domestic public relations, not 
how or whether the General Assembly of the UNO could function effec-
tively or if it adhered to the principle of one nation, one vote. When word 
leaked out, Roosevelt told the press that the General Assembly “is not re-
ally of any great importance. It is an investigatory body only. . . .” To use 
the phrase of historian Robert Divine, FDR “let the mask fall at a critical 
moment to reveal his own commitment to a great power peace.”39

But in the postwar world where the United States was a superpower and 
eventually the super(dooper)power, that commitment to a “great power 
peace” turned out to be a far more important legacy than did the creation 
of the United Nations Organization. Roosevelt did not see the UNO as 
an organization that could operate and succeed on a voting system. The 
success that would lead to an era of peace required an attitude adjustment, 
not a vote. Roosevelt believed that the USSR could become a reasonable 
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member of international society, but only if it felt secure. That meant that 
the United States should not and would not threaten the Soviet system. It 
also meant that he believed that the Soviet system would change—which 
is exactly what happened in the Cold War, a period of time that is brief 
when compared to other world-shaping historical changes. And FDR and 
George Kennan were right—the Soviet system collapsed from within under 
the pressure of consumerism, modernization, and speed-of-light communi-
cations. The effect of the U.S. military buildup that began with the Carter 
administration and for which the Reagan faithful take credit, was only a 
small part of what FDR’s “Americanism” predicted.40

What then of the legacy of Roosevelt’s policies toward the Soviet Union? 
Some have argued that it was a horrible, unhappy legacy that “appeased” 
Stalin’s insatiable appetite for expansion into Eastern Europe and beyond. 
In 2005, when President George W. Bush condemned the Yalta agreements, 
he implied that the legacy of the Roosevelt years was FDR’s failure to be an 
early Cold or perhaps “Hot” Warrior:

The agreement at Yalta followed in the unjust tradition of Munich and the 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Once again, when powerful governments negoti-
ated, the freedom of small nations was somehow expendable. Yet this attempt 
to sacrifice freedom for the sake of stability left a continent divided and 
unstable. The captivity of millions in Central and Eastern Europe will be 
remembered as one of the greatest wrongs of history.41

That is, of course, appalling and distorted history, as is the holy-pretense 
that Bush’s own foreign policy did not similarly ignore smaller nations. 
Roosevelt (and the British) concluded early on that Stalin was “a political 
descendant of Peter the Great rather than of Lenin.” Eden did not think 
Soviet leaders actively planned for the spread of international communism, 
but even if they did, “if we are to win the war and to maintain the peace, we 
must work with Stalin and we cannot work with him unless we are success-
ful in allaying some at least of his suspicion.” But it would not be easy. The 
Soviet Union was “our most difficult problem,” Eden warned Roosevelt.42

That echoed the president’s sentiments. His suspicions about British 
intentions and hopes for cooperation with the Soviet Union did not blind 
him to the dangers of growing Soviet strength. During his regular meetings 
with State Department officials drawing up plans for the postwar world, he 
worried aloud that “he didn’t know what to do about Russia . . . .”43 But the 
only way to avoid a third world war was to take the sharp edges off of Great 
Power confrontations and build confidence, not suspicions.

There is truth in what Arthur Schlesinger wrote: “It was the deployment 
of armies, not words on paper, that caused the division of Europe.”44 That is 
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certainly the case for events from summer 1944 to war’s end. But timing is 
everything. The fundamental postwar agreements (concessions if you prefer 
a critical phrase) between the Soviet Union and the Anglo–Americans came 
before mid-1944, largely during or in the wake of the Teheran Conference 
in December 1943. FDR (and Churchill) assumed/conceded/sacrificed the 
Baltic nations and much of Eastern Europe to Soviet “liberation” well before 
the great offensives in the East and the West began in June 1944. Given 
Stalin’s (and Churchill’s and Roosevelt’s) axiom—“whoever occupies a 
 territory imposes on it his own social system”—the postwar political results 
were a foregone conclusion. But then that was also true for places like West 
Germany, Italy, and Greece. Churchill’s version of Stalin’s axiom was more 
grandiloquent: “the right to guide the course of history is the noblest prize 
of victory.”45 FDR offered a typical sparse comment on this point: “occu-
pying forces had the power in the area where their arms were present and 
each knew that the others could not force things to an issue.” Better to 
acknowledge that reality than to wait for potential disagreements to arise. 
The Russians controlled or would control Eastern Europe and all we could 
do was use our influence “to ameliorate” the situation. The Normandy inva-
sion, quickly followed by the massive offensive in the east that Stalin had 
promised, only fulfilled expectations, made Nazi Germany’s demise only a 
matter of time, and made Soviet–Western differences more apparent and 
higher on everyone’s agenda. In the atmosphere of the wartime and postwar 
roseate hue cast over the Normandy invasion, questions about the reasons 
for launching overlord, when the Red Army stood poised to roll across cen-
tral Europe, were never asked.46

FDR was, of course, optimistically patient. A year later, on the day before 
he died, he personally drafted a message he sent to Churchill—his last 
 substantive message to the Prime Minister:

I would minimize the general Soviet problem as much as possible, because 
these problems . . . seem to arise every day and most of them straighten 
out. . . . We must be firm, however, and our course thus far is correct.47

His thinking was transparent; Great Power cooperation took precedence. 
Small insults and side issues must not distract America from the big pic-
ture. Nor was Roosevelt naive. He saw the Soviet Union was a challenge 
but not necessarily a threat. Some sort of preemptive diplomatic or even 
military action would only realize the danger. Even George Kennan, hardly 
a Roosevelt admirer, concluded that neither Churchill nor “Roosevelt either, 
for that matter—could have done much more than they did to prevent the 
Russian conquest of half of Europe. That was a function and consequence 
of Western weakness in the prewar period, and of our own simultaneous 
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involvement with Japan.”48 This will, of course, change the mind of no one 
convinced that, before FDR’s death, he became a Cold Warrior. But it surely 
does indicate the depth of his desire to avoid unnecessary confrontation 
with his wartime ally.

Which brings us to another issue of candor and honesty—the Yalta 
agreements. The real problem about Yalta was not the nature of the agree-
ments, but the matter of candor and great expectations. Neither Churchill 
nor Roosevelt believed they could admit to their publics or their political 
opponents that they had consigned the Baltic States and much of the South 
Balkans to the tender mercies of Soviet control. Neither could admit that 
they had made concessions in Northeast Asia that restored Russian eco-
nomic and political influence in Manchuria and northern Korea. In each 
case the reasons were mixed—ensuring Soviet entry into the war against 
Japan, shoring up Chiang’s regime in China, the reality of Soviet occupation 
of much of East Europe—but establishing a cooperative rather than a con-
frontational relationship with the Soviet Union was the overriding motive. It 
was sometimes a case of making a silk purse out of a sow’s ear, especially in 
places like the Baltic States, but better that than playing dog in the manger 
and getting suspicion and enmity in return. The Declaration on Liberated 
Europe, agreed to at Yalta, called for the kind of openness and political 
freedom enjoyed in the United States and Britain. But that was no rhetorical 
“victory” over the Soviet Union, nor was it intended as such. It expressed a 
hope not a reality, and thus served to raise expectations for the war’s out-
come to unrealistic levels. When those expectations were dashed, American 
and British frustrations and disillusionment would, as after World War I, 
intensify tensions. Only this time it became the Cold War.49

FDR did not “give away” Eastern Europe to Soviet domination, any more 
than his legacy was the “loss” of a China that the United States had never 
controlled. The sense of moral outrage that, after Roosevelt’s death, came 
to characterize Western Cold War rhetoric may have made some Americans 
feel good, but it could not and did not change the realities of history, power, 
ideology, and economics that created the Cold War. Peaceful coexistence 
would take time—much more time than the “Last of the Giants” or the 
“Greatest Generation” could command.50

Roosevelt’s “strategies” (which implies too much structure) for the post-
war world never engaged what came into being. “Containment,” Kennan’s 
label, if not his invention,51 became America’s strategy for the tense Soviet–
American confrontation that developed soon after World War II. However 
FDR would have reacted to that approach, he unsuspectingly helped create a 
climate that facilitated adoption of containment as the American policy.

But how did FDR prepare the way for containment? The early 
 (pre-Korea) Cold War structure had aimed at war/conflict avoidance, 



W a r r e n  F .  K i m b a l l104

one of FDR’s goals, although the United States could bargain from the 
 position of strength created by the atomic bomb. Perhaps in some unspo-
ken, inchoate way, containment had echoes of FDR’s quarantine speech of 
1937—though that initiative hardly achieved popular recognition. There 
is nothing in FDR’s words or actions to suggest he thought consciously in 
terms of containment.

Kennan (and those who agreed with some of his thinking) proposed a 
broad strategy aimed at outlasting the Soviet threat by both patience (sounds 
like FDR, doesn’t it?) and pressure. Three broad concepts stand out:

1. There were five areas of strategic importance—U.S./UK/central 
Europe/Japan/USSR—an approach that fit neatly with FDR’s four 
or more Policemen (even if Kennan expressed contempt for the 
concept).52

2. Use of diverse means to protect U.S. interests; that is, avoid war while 
containing Soviet communism. FDR likewise tried to devise a system 
that would avoid war, though he was not worried about communism 
as an ideology.

3. The need for allies that, in direct opposition to unilateral-
ism, echo Roosevelt’s commitment to globalism (regionalized 
internationalism).53

Perhaps Kennan came to sense the affinity between containment and 
FDR’s policies. Some thirty years after writing Article X, Kennan concluded 
that FDR had, “in the back of his mind, his own independent purposes, 
which in some instances deviated quite extensively from the prevailing 
consensus; . . .” He added that the president “influenced public opinion less 
through the power of his own words than through the quiet shaping, in a 
manner conducive to his own purposes, of the . . . factors, in which the for-
mulation of wartime policy had to proceed.” In short, Roosevelt was not the 
whimsical leader Kennan had thought when they met during World War II. 
Kennan quickly returned to form, calling FDR “a very superficial man,” but 
the point remained that even so harsh a critic believed that Roosevelt had a 
purpose, a reason, for what he did.54

Recognition of the need for allies, real and “listed,” is most interesting. 
FDR’s eagerness to find formal allies in World War II broke sharply with 
long-standing traditions and practices since the American Revolution and 
the French Alliance. George Washington, in his Farewell Address, had 
warned against “permanent alliances,” but sanctioned “temporary alliances 
for extraordinary emergencies.”55 But the United States faced no such emer-
gencies until World War I, and even then Woodrow Wilson refused to join 
the alliance against the Central powers.56
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Certainly the over-analyzed Anglo–American Special Relationship is the 
most powerful example of Roosevelt’s (and World War II’s) shadow. Since 
1945, Great Britain and the United States have almost always found that, 
after careful consideration, their interests and desires coincided. The most 
obvious exception is the Vietnam War, where Britain steadfastly refused to 
support American policy. But while that refusal angered President Lyndon 
Johnson and U.S. policymakers, it did not break the pattern.57

But the search for allies also often resembled the 1942 “Declaration by 
United Nations” (i.e., nations signing on to use their “full resources, military 
or economic,” against the Tripartite Pact of Germany, Italy, and Japan), which 
eventually grew to a largely symbolic list of forty-five such governments.58 It 
was the “if you’re not with us, you’re against us” syndrome that would become 
so strong during the Cold War. Neutrality was wrong, if not evil.

The commitment to an “allied” policy helped legitimize President Harry 
Truman’s promotion of what seemed like a “real” alliance in the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization. But he also worked to build a “list” during 
the Korean War. Yet, despite UNO support, few nations sent significant 
numbers of troops. Eisenhower and Dulles created their own “lists” in the 
form of regional security treaties (sanctioned by the UN Charter). Next 
came the obsessive search by Lyndon Johnson for a list of allies during the 
Vietnam War—his “more flags” campaign. The only reliable ones were the 
“mercenaries” he hired, primarily from South Korea, with much smaller 
contingents from Thailand and the Philippines.59

The 1990–1991 Gulf War generated a full-fledged response from the 
UNO, with even the Soviet Union and Cuba voting to condemn Saddam 
Hussein’s “criminal” aggression against the oil-rich kingdom of Kuwait. 
Even so, the United States did the overwhelming bulk of the fighting. The 
continuation of the Gulf War, delayed for only a decade, found George W. 
Bush trumpeting creation of a Coalition of the Willing (carefully not an 
alliance) of between 46 and 50 nations, from Great Britain to Tonga. But 
only Britain provided significant military support—9,000 personnel in Iraq 
as of March 2004. Most contributions were token gestures of less than 1,000 
persons. By 2007, the coalition had dwindled to meaninglessness, with the 
United States providing 168,000 (about 94 percent) of the troops.60

But the size of the contribution for any and all of these “police actions” 
(is the term “police” actions another FDR legacy?) did not matter, any 
more than it did during World War II. Truman sent U.S. forces to imple-
ment “containment” and defend South Korea before the United Nations 
condemned the North Koreans as aggressors. American presidents from 
Eisenhower to Nixon, fearing the falling dominoes, acted in Vietnam with-
out UN approval. The Bushes, father and son, made clear their willingness 
to use military force in Iraq, first to protect U.S. oil supplies and then for 
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reasons labeled “national security,” with or without a UN sanction. The 
“lists” were for public consumption and to provide a cloak of respectability 
for action that one of the Great Powers, in these cases the Greatest Power, 
was going to take regardless of UN votes or the number of names on a list of 
ostensible supporters. The precedent of working with allies set by Franklin 
Roosevelt lived on, through and beyond the Cold War, but in a way funda-
mentally different from what he imagined. Instead of regionalized coopera-
tive internationalism, unilateral (formerly isolationist) nationalism returned 
to rule the roost. What he feared the most, what he believed to be the basic 
cause of World War II, once again threatened the peace of the world.61

There are irony and legacy in President Richard Nixon’s pronouncement 
in July 1969 of the “ ‘Guam Doctrine’ in which he asserted that the United 
States would avoid future imbroglios by relying upon regional stabilizers.”62 
The Shah’s Iran was to play that role in the 1970s. The irony is that it was 
the same as Roosevelt’s “regionalized cooperative internationalism” distorted 
into unilateralism—the new isolationism wherein the United States would 
isolate itself from those nations that disagreed with American policies and 
priorities. Either they were with us, or against us.

But there were other threats to the postwar peace FDR sought to establish, 
and European colonial empires were at the top of his list. His Americanism 
reflected historical memory in the United States, memory that warned that 
colonialism fomented violence and revolution. Moreover, colonies were 
objects of desire and competition among more powerful nations, some-
thing that had and would create confrontation between the Great Powers. 
Roosevelt’s persistent nudging of the British, French, and Dutch to establish 
devolution schedules, made decolonization (a word he would not have rec-
ognized) part of American foreign policy.

But the reality of that legacy is certainly not the popular image (and not 
just in Great Britain) of FDR as the effective destroyer of European Empires.63 
Walter Russell Mead, when a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, 
offered the most grotesque exaggeration of that myth: “No reptilian brain 
could have dealt as unsentimentally with an old friend as Franklin Roosevelt 
and the Treasury Department dealt with Churchill’s  government. . . . 
[T]he Americans dismantled the British Empire. . . .”64 Whatever Mead’s 
overdrawn theme about American policy mixing the approaches of both 
“serpent and dove,” the historical fact is that decolonization was essentially 
the work of the colonized, not the United States. FDR persistently pressured 
Churchill, directly and indirectly, to establish schedules for self-rule in India 
and other major British colonies, though he never went beyond mere words. 
Anticolonialism was, in part, an American reflex. But for Roosevelt, colo-
nialism promised to cause war, and that made its elimination an integral part 
of his postwar planning. FDR’s death thwarted his most innovative scheme 
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for decolonization—trusteeships accountable to the UNO,—for the arrange-
ment that came into effect allowed his own military leaders and the two 
major colonial powers, France and Britain, to put the foxes in charge of the 
chicken coops. The colonial powers were given the responsibility for decolo-
nization of their own empires, while the American military could create over-
seas bases under apparently permanent U.S. control.65

Overseas bases offer one of FDR’s more ambiguous legacies. While he 
insisted on trusteeships accountable to the international community, places 
he thought strategically crucial to American security, such as Dakar on 
the bulge of West Africa, seemed to slip partway through a crack. Were 
other Sheriffs to have such strategic bases? He told Churchill that Dakar 
and New Caledonia, in the Pacific—presumably a key strategic point for 
Britain and/or Australia—would be subject to international accountability, 
but that was apples and oranges. How could an entire island be equated to 
a small, if strategically located city? Was Dakar to be rejoined with Senegal, 
or would it remain, forever, a “crucial strategic point” for the United States? 
Throughout the Cold War, overseas bases provided a means to project both 
American power and, particularly since 2001, an international testimony to 
the American way of life. Sixty years after the end of World War II, U.S. 
military forces would still be in Okinawa. As historian Lloyd Gardner has 
put it, the public relations name for the Second Gulf War, enduring free-
dom, might instead have been enduring bases.66

Whatever the disconnect between American words and actions regarding 
decolonization,67 the issue provides a bridge between the two great Roosevelt 
legacies—“regionalized” cooperative internationalism and Americanism. 
Which raises the issue of Wilsonianism. Gardner subtly presents Wilson as 
“the pivotal figure . . . for discussing the relationship of liberalism to power.”68 
The relationship and its dilemma—as old as the American republic—are a 
“covenant,” that wonderfully rich word that, in its biblical sense, cannot 
be defined without either blaspheming or using the word “covenant.” But 
whatever the definition, it is the connection between the use of force to 
impose the liberal ideals of democracy and freedom that characterizes so-
called Wilsonian diplomacy, which suggests that FDR is not a Wilsonian, 
at least if that force is military.69 Did Roosevelt unintentionally succeed in 
creating such a legacy? Obviously not, as history since 1945 demonstrates. 
The covert wars and wars-by-proxy that characterized the Cold War and the 
American interventions in the post-Cold War era might or might not have 
been prevented by effective regional leadership, limited by the existence of 
other “sheriffs,” but somewhere along the way the United States had become 
the chief of police.

Roosevelt’s awkward, imprecise, poorly articulated distinction between 
“closed” or “exclusive” spheres of influence and what might be called “open” 
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spheres was the bridge he tried to construct between the spheres of influ-
ence proposed by Churchill and Stalin, and the collective security suggested 
twenty-five years earlier by Woodrow Wilson. Although the references are 
few and undeveloped, what FDR meant was that the passage of ideas, goods, 
and people between one regional sphere and another should not be restricted 
by any of the Sheriffs. His emphasis on persuasion and leadership and his 
rejection of “exclusive” regional police powers, all the while realizing that 
power lay available in the background, suggests that FDR was neither a 
Wilsonian nor a realist—he was Franklin Roosevelt, unabashed purveyor 
of Americanism.70

A connected idea that seemed curious, even silly, to contemporaries may 
well have been prescience if not precisely a legacy. The free flow of informa-
tion was, for FDR, necessary to the liberties and freedoms needed to protect 
against the rebirth of fascism. Just what he meant when he spoke to Eden 
about “free ports of information” is not clear, though he obviously meant that 
governments could not censor the news. The proposal had little impact; cer-
tainly Roosevelt gets no credit for “inventing” the Internet. But he did leave a 
small legacy with his suggestion of a worldwide communications web.71

Part of FDR’s Americanism and legacy is the internationalization of the 
New Deal. His repeated espousal of free ports for trade addressed both trade 
and politics; since such ports were frequently former colonial trading cen-
ters, the scheme provided a political transition from colonial empire, and at 
the same time massaged American liberal trade beliefs. World War II con-
vinced Americans that global economic and political involvement were two 
halves of the same walnut, though that was hardly a new idea. Roosevelt’s 
efforts to stabilize international markets in, for example, wheat, were typical 
of his attempts to take the New Deal—and American commerce—abroad. 
The notion that international economic reconstruction, specifically the 
establishment of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, 
was some sort of do-goodism or “global meliorism” flies in the face of real-
ity. The “American mission to make the world a better place” was part of the 
legitimizing arguments for those institutions, as it was at home for the New 
Deal, but suffice to say that the postwar international economic institutions 
that FDR proposed, however global and however helpful to others, invari-
ably served U.S. interests.72

The reconstruction of Germany and Japan after World War II raises a 
related example of “global meliorism” as a false Roosevelt legacy. Was FDR a 
nation- or state-builder in the sense of that popular (and quite unsuccessful) 
postwar impulse? One commentator on national security issues has rightly 
dismissed arguments that restructuring the Nazi and militarist foundations 
of governmental legitimacy in Germany and Japan was state-building. Both 
those countries were strong, powerful nation-states before World War II. 
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Each already had a sense of identity and viable economic and governmental 
institutions. Throughout the war, Roosevelt consistently spoke of “reform-
ing” the Germans and Japanese, as even a cursory look at things like the 
Morgenthau Plan for Germany demonstrates. FDR repeatedly called for the 
dismemberment of the German nation-state—hardly a meliorist  conception. 
The reconstruction of Germany and Japan was stimulated less by do-good 
instincts than by fears that, unchanged, those nations would once again 
cause a world war; later strengthened by the desire to make Japan and West 
Germany allies in the Cold War. A change in their governing concepts was a 
matter of international security, not state- or nation-building.73

Roosevelt’s most ambiguous, even hubristic, geopolitical legacy came with 
his and Churchill’s impossible dream that the Anglo–Americans could main-
tain an atomic monopoly. Prompted by warnings and advice from Albert 
Einstein and other European scientists about German research into atomic 
energy, the British and Americans teamed up, early in the war, to pool British 
and American knowledge and resources into what became the now famous 
Manhattan Project. Time, strategic bombing, and sabotage ensured that the 
Germans would not succeed before their defeat. Anglo–American scientific 
success came too late for the atom bomb to be used against Germany, but two 
were dropped on Japan, seeming to shorten the war.74

Yet one of the most unhappy of Roosevelt’s and Churchill’s legacies is the 
absurd, jejune dream that the Anglo–Americans could maintain monopo-
listic control over atomic/nuclear energy. Whatever the strategic advantages 
or entrepreneurial benefits, it was a dream doomed to failure; a dream that 
became a nightmare. After both of the Quebec Conferences (1943–1944), 
Churchill and Roosevelt met in Hyde Park and agreed not to share the 
atomic secret. Niels Bohr, the Danish physicist and atomic scientist, had 
pleaded with both the president and the prime minister to disclose the 
atomic secret to the world lest it poison postwar relationships. Although 
Bohr’s proposal fell afoul of now discredited suspicions that he had leaked 
information to the Soviet Union, there were advisors in both the British and 
American governments (Henry Stimson and Lord Cherwell, for example) 
who found merit in some sort of internationalization of the bomb. But FDR 
and Churchill were having none of it.

In 1946, the Americans proposed the so-called Baruch Plan for interna-
tional control of atomic energy through a United Nations commission—
one historian called it “emasculated internationalism” as it allowed the 
United States to remain the only nation capable of making an atomic bomb. 
Moreover, the proposals eliminated the Security Council veto on atomic 
matters, which would allow the United States to control the very process 
of atomic energy research in other countries. The Soviet Union opposed 
the plan, Churchill argued against it in his Fulton speech, and the Attlee 
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government was unenthusiastic. “Let’s forget the Baroosh and get on with 
the fissle (Britain’s own atomic energy project)” was Foreign Secretary Ernest 
Bevin’s alleged quip.75 The message was clear. Great power “equality” and 
status now seemed to depend on developing an atomic bomb.

When the Soviet Union refused to accept the inspection requirements of 
the Baruch Plan (which actually passed in the United Nations, but quickly 
became dormant), the U.S. Congress and President Harry Truman, either 
ignorant or dismissive of the Roosevelt–Churchill agreements to jointly 
share the atomic secret, put legislation (the McMahon Act) into effect that 
ended their wartime cooperation. The Anglo–American “special relation-
ship” wobbled on its axis, though shared Cold War fears kept it alive. More 
significant, the extensive U.S. nuclear development and testing program 
quickly followed. The nuclear arms race was on.

So here we are in 2008, scrambling in vain to hold on to the atomic 
secret even as membership in the nuclear “club” (one of those “soft” words 
that seem to legitimize nuclear weapons) continues to grow. The Soviet 
Union joined in 1949. The British and French soon followed. China, India, 
Pakistan, Israel have all come on board. North Korea agreed to close down 
its bomb producing facilities, but only after it developed the ability to make 
one. Iran, which is knocking on the door, is likely to do the same. We are 
told there still are nuclear devices (bombs?) scattered around in the former 
Soviet empire. We are losing count of how many members of the club there 
are now, but what is certain is that trying to keep that genie in a bottle is 
just a variation on the ostrich’s head-in-the-sand reaction to things it doesn’t 
want to see. It was neither Mr. Churchill’s nor Mr. Roosevelt’s finest hour.

Since World War II, we have experienced a half century of meetings, 
conferences, back-stairs diplomacy, and back-channel parleys. Even Dwight 
Eisenhower, the most intense and committed Cold Warrior of all the pres-
idents—he spoke of the Soviet Union in terms of evil long before Ronald 
Reagan made “the evil empire” a commonplace—ignored his own hyper-
bole and used back-channel diplomacy and negotiations (too slowly for 
Churchill) within the informal structure FDR had fostered. It was precisely 
what Roosevelt expected. He did not predict the Cold War dynamic; he was 
certainly not an early Cold Warrior.76 But he did play a key role in establish-
ing the unwritten “system,” the informal structure, which channeled Cold 
War tensions into regional confrontations between proxies, not global ones 
between the Great Powers. That offers small consolation to those whose 
land and societies have been devastated as the proxies played their awful 
games, but it was arguably better than the Third World War.

Some would have it, or wish, that FDR was wrong and that the sixty 
years since his death have seen the nation-state structure begin to shift away 
from narrow national priorities and international sheriffs toward something 
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more global. Change is inevitable, but when, in spring 2005, France and 
other European countries rejected the draft constitution for the European 
Union, the general consensus among analysts was that voters were uneasy 
about the loss of national sovereignty. One can almost hear Mark Twain 
muttering, “The report of my death was an exaggeration.”

Historians have long argued that while Roosevelt “educated” the American 
public about internationalism, he failed to educate those in government who 
would be positioned to implement his vision of how the postwar world would 
operate. His diplomats (such as Averell Harriman) and the career officers in 
the State Department (such as Dean Acheson and George Kennan) seem 
to have not understood or came to disagree with his nonconfrontational 
approach toward the Soviet Union or, for that matter, toward any of the 
Great Powers.77 Within a year after Roosevelt died, the new president, Harry 
Truman, had taken the advice of Roosevelt’s confidants and the Cold War 
was on. That is, perhaps, a negative legacy. FDR made no attempt to bring 
Truman, who was not Roosevelt’s choice, into the know. But no one expects 
to die just when they do, and Roosevelt had little time within which to discuss 
grand strategy. Truman became vice president on January 20, 1945. Two days 
later (January 22), FDR left for meetings at Malta and Yalta, not to return to 
Washington until February 27 (despite rumors that he had died enroute).78 A 
month later (March 29) he left for his cottage in Warm Springs, Georgia—
where he went whenever he felt weak and ill—never to return. He died on 
April 12, a little less than three months after Truman came on board as vice 
president. That left Roosevelt precious little time to do with Truman what 
he had not done, or could not do, with many of his advisors and associates—
explain his  policies, which were based so much on hopes, instincts, feelings, 
style, and his  wonderful optimism. In the turmoil of war’s end, would a reas-
suring voice and an upturned cigarette holder have made a difference? Who 
knows, but it might. But world leaders can never buy enough time.

Oh yes, that leaves unexplained my dismissal of A.J.P. Taylor’s quip: “Of 
the great men at the top, Roosevelt was the only one who knew what he was 
doing: he made the United States the greatest power in the world at virtu-
ally no cost.” We all repeat that famously barbed and pungent comment. 
But it is an exaggeration, if not a myth, for Taylor implies conscious oppor-
tunism, if not planning, by Roosevelt. FDR sensed and assumed movement 
toward the Americanization of the world, but he saw no need to make it 
happen.79

Notes

1. A cautionary note. This interpretive and speculative work does not provide 
a chronological summary of Franklin Roosevelt’s wartime foreign policy. 
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All sorts of famous events, political and military, are not mentioned or 
 downplayed; a category that also includes the Yalta Conference decisions, 
which were, for the most part, an anticlimax to the Teheran Conference 
 decisions. Those who wish to fill in the gaps, or wonder to what I refer, 
should consult any of the many relevant surveys and monographs, including 
my Forged in War: Roosevelt, Churchill, and the Second World War (New York: 
William Morrow, 1997).

2. My gratitude goes to all the participants at the conference, but especially 
to Lloyd Gardner who will recognize a phrase or two that I have genially 
lifted from him without attribution. Also a thank you to Jeremi Suri and 
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Maureen Dowd’s description of George W. Bush’s foreign policy as “entirely 
constructed around American self-love—the idea that the United States is 
superior, that we are the model everyone looks up to, that everyone in the 
world wants what we have.” New York Times, September 7, 2005.



C h a p t e r  5

FDR and the 
“Colonial Question”
Lloyd Gardner

There was something approaching unanimity in the American 
 public’s  attitude about the “colonial question” during World War II. One 
would have to look very hard to find anything favorable to “empires” in 
 newspapers or magazines, whatever their point of view on Roosevelt and 
the New Deal. Restoring colonialism was not considered a worthy war aim. 
The only place where that might not have been true was inside the State 
Department, and even there the only real dissent came from the heads of 
the Western European “desks.” Secretary of State Cordell Hull acknowl-
edged in his memoirs the difficulty of trying to work with the Europeans in 
the war against Hitler, while opposing their imperial policies in Asia. Hull 
had spent his career in Congress and at State preaching the gospel of “free 
trade” against the sins of high tariffs and colonial restrictions and looked 
upon the war as the best chance in a lifetime to knock down the walls of 
autarchy and imperial trade preferences. He had even told the Japanese 
ambassador in the last days before Pearl Harbor that after the war many of 
their supposed grievances against the West would disappear as the world 
returned to economic sanity behind American leadership. It was a most 
remarkable thing to say to a presumed enemy. But it does capture the depth 
of feeling American leaders had about the connection between “selfish” 
colonial trade policies and the causes of war.

For Hull, then, colonialism’s greatest sin was that it choked the life out 
of the world economy and brought on the Great Depression and the war. 
For many others, however, it might be racial discrimination and destruc-
tion of indigenous cultures. For still others, it was a political concern that 
colonialism was inherently unstable, especially given the rise of nationalist 
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movements in Asia and Africa. Underneath it all there were the history 
books that reminded every generation of school children how the American 
republic was born in a war against a colonial empire.

These powerful currents did not prescribe specific policies, however, and 
therein, as FDR liked to quip about his difficulties, was the rub. Wartime 
exigencies and postwar planning for economic and political recovery 
required more than moral indignation or anodyne prescriptions. Compared 
to the work that went into the Bretton Woods system to restore the mechan-
ics of international trade and reconstruction aid, the colonial “question” 
received much less attention. Partly that was because, as Hull had said, how 
did one work with allies whose attitudes were quite different? After the Yalta 
Conference Roosevelt had remarked almost in passing that his closest ally, 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill, had a mid-Victorian attitude about the 
empire, so it was necessary to go slow.

Roosevelt had no intention, for example, of pushing his ally to the brink 
over immediate independence for India. He knew it would do no good to 
do so—and might harm the war effort in the Pacific. When Harold Ickes 
pressed him on one occasion to take a stronger position, he replied that he 
could not indulge in pointless rhetoric. “You are right about India,” he wrote 
his secretary of the interior, a fiery progressive, “but it would be playing 
with fire if the British Empire were to tell me to mind my own business.”1 
Nevertheless, FDR did speak out publicly in general terms, as for example 
when he claimed there were no differences—not a controversy in a carload—
between his views and those of the Republican leader Wendell Willkie, who 
had become the scourge of British imperialism on a 1942 world tour.

The “colonial question” worried just about everyone in policy positions, 
whether they feared Roosevelt’s sometimes rambling, off-the-cuff pro-
nouncements, or the shortsightedness of America’s wartime allies. As soon 
as “the lid is taken off” in Europe, mused the old New Dealer, now assistant 
secretary of state, Adolf Berle, there will be a “European revolution,” either 
along Stalinist lines or “liberal and individualist lines.” Plans would have 
to be made so that it did not become the former by default, as the result of 
a general upheaval and chaos. A general security system “on a global basis” 
needed to be in place as soon as the war ended. “The territories of Indo-
China, Thailand, the Indies, and so forth, have to be worked into some sort 
of a cooperative system.”2

Roosevelt did give some thought to a cooperative system—even inviting 
Russian participation in solving the colonial question as part of the postwar 
Big Four. At one point he shocked State Department professionals with a 
 sudden notion he had at Tehran about encouraging Stalin to participate in a 
kind of trusteeship over postwar Iran. Largely forgotten after Roosevelt’s death 
and the onset of Russian–American tensions, the “plan” grew out of a casual 



125F D R  A N D  T H E  “ C O L O N I A L  Q U E S T I O N ”

remark about trusteeships for immature nations the president had made at the 
time of the first Big Three conference to the Soviet delegate to the Allied advi-
sory council on the Mediterranean, Andrei Vishinsky. Without much further 
thought, Roosevelt elevated it to a full-blown overture for Russian cooperation 
by channeling age-old Tsarist desires for a warm water port on the Persian 
Gulf into a three-power consortium. The State Department was aghast at 
the notion of inviting the Soviet Union to bask in the sun all along the coast 
of Iran and to come ashore and help run the railroads! Acting Secretary of 
State Joseph Grew sent Roosevelt a two-page memo before Yalta that began 
by giving Roosevelt credit for thinking creatively about a way to damp down 
inter-Allied rivalries and push matters toward three-power cooperation. But it 
was really a terrible idea in practice. Hitting a sensitive point, Grew suggested 
that it smacked of the worst of Old World imperialism. The Iranians would 
never let foreign powers take over the railroads without a fight. The Russians, 
on the other hand, would suspect it was just another way to gain control of 
the northern regions, where they were particularly sensitive. And the British 
would have fits. Their whole policy was to prevent any other power, especially 
Russia, from gaining a foothold in the Persian Gulf. The episode reminded 
everyone that reconciling Big Four leadership with other goals was not going 
to be easy to accomplish, as Warren Kimball reminds us, not in terms of 
political structures or in dealing with the colonial question.3

The president did not bring up his Iranian scheme again. But America 
watchers in the British Foreign Office noted on more than one occasion 
that it really did not matter which “Henry” ultimately prevailed in policy, 
Henry Luce of the American Century or Henry Wallace of the Century 
of the Common Man, the United States would inevitably pursue an anti-
colonial policy—at least rhetorically—and always without much thought 
to European objections. Henry Luce’s Fortune magazine summed up the 
 projected American role in the new Asia, envisioning the first altruistic 
“imperialism” to finish what the Europeans had started in phrases that 
could just as easily have come from Vice President Henry A. Wallace:

American imperialism can afford to complete the work the British started; 
instead of salesmen and planters, its representatives can be brains and bull-
dozers, technicians and machine tools. American imperialism does not need 
extraterritoriality; it can get along better in Asia if the tuans and sahibs stay 
home. . . . 

So long as Asia does not try to foist an economic feudalism of the Jap type 
on its neighbors, the U.S. can believe in Asia-for-the-Asiatics too.4

Wendell Willkie almost gave Churchill apoplexy in 1942 when he 
dropped by London on his 1942 world trip seemingly for no other purpose 
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than to scold the British for their colonial policies. Three years later the prime 
minister had not forgotten Willkie’s performance. At the Yalta Conference 
he apparently mistook an American proposal for a United Nations trustee-
ship plan for a general assault on the British Empire. He had told Willkie, 
Churchill burst out, that he would never tolerate sixty or seventy fingers 
interfering in the affairs of the empire. Roosevelt could not resist a puckish 
comment. Was that what killed Willkie? he asked.

It took a short recess to get Churchill calmed down so they could  continue 
the discussion about former enemy territories. But he was not alone. For 
London, the “colonial question” was not Willkie or the two Henry’s, it was 
essentially the Roosevelt question. Certainly that was true in the short term, 
and it would be FDR who set the jumps for the postwar steeple chase. He 
seemed to love talking about the new day for colonial peoples. Roosevelt 
talked all the time about the colonial question and his conversations, even 
the most private ones, inevitably wound up being heard a considerable dis-
tance away from the White House—probably by design. It is important to 
keep in mind that FDR always regarded his statements as having policy ends 
in themselves. On one occasion after the Casablanca Conference, referring 
to conditions in Africa, he said that many wrongs could be righted by using 
“pitiless publicity.” He frequently spoke about the colonial question to vari-
ous foreign leaders, and, improbably enough, specifically about Indochina 
to the Turkish prime minister, of all people, as well as the Egyptian “heir 
apparent,” one afternoon in his villa during the First Cairo Conference in 
late November 1943. Was this seeming casualness and randomness about 
such serious matters evidence that Roosevelt operated from a “second rate 
intellect,” as Justice Holmes once quipped? Why discuss Indochina in such 
a non-consequential setting? Roosevelt had in mind the need not to allow 
the initiative on the colonial question to remain with his European allies. 
If he discussed it with improbable as well as skeptical listeners, it was to 
remind everyone that the United States now had a stake in its allies’ postwar 
plans—just as he had intervened with Churchill over Lend-Lease issues to 
insure that attention was given to the American position that the imperial 
preference system was not to be tolerated.5

“What am I to believe when the British tell me that my future is with 
them and not with America?” asked King Ib’n Saud when Roosevelt met with 
him after Yalta. America’s political interest in his country was just a transi-
tory war interest, the British told him, and once the wartime  Lend-Lease aid 
ended, the Americans would return to the Western Hemisphere—leaving 
Saudi Arabia within the area bounded by pound sterling controls, connected 
by British communications, and defended by the Royal Navy and British 
army. “On the strength of this argument they seek a priority for Britain 
in Saudi Arabia. What am I to believe?” Roosevelt assured the king the 
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postwar world would see a “decline in spheres of influence in favor of the 
Open Door.” The door of Saudi Arabia should be open to all nations, he 
promised, with no monopoly for anyone.6

Ever since the turn of the twentieth-century diplomacy in regard to 
China, the United States had championed the Open Door against spheres 
of influence and colonialism, but World War II suggested a much wider 
geographic and political scope to conflicts between metropolitan powers 
and semicolonial as well as colonial dependencies. Six months after Pearl 
Harbor, the Battle of Midway foretold the ultimate defeat of Japan’s effort 
to establish its Asian Coprosperity Sphere as a bulwark against the West’s 
dominance of the world economy; the White House brimmed with confi-
dence that military success could be translated into political success. “Our 
victory at Midway,” Roosevelt’s aide, Harry Hopkins, declared, “may turn 
out to have been a great one. So much so that it may change the whole 
strategy of the Pacific. The days of the policy of the ‘white man’s burden 
are over.” Asia’s “vast masses of people” were simply not going to tolerate it 
any longer.7

Roosevelt’s grand design for facilitating the transition began (as did 
many other plans) with the idea of the Big Four, which he hoped to sell 
to Churchill, Russia’s Josef Stalin, and Chinese leader, Chiang Kai-shek. 
He seldom linked the colonial issue publicly to postwar security matters 
quite so definitely as he did musing about what would come after the war 
to an intimate friend at the end of 1942. He hoped to go to Khartoum, 
Egypt, he told Margaret Suckley, and there meet with the other world lead-
ers. The  discovery of Ms. Suckley’s diaries has been one of the most impor-
tant “archival” finds in recent years. Among other reasons, it is important 
because it confirms many of the things Roosevelt supposedly told his son 
Elliott, and which were considered doubtful or distorted during the Cold 
War. He thought Stalin might understand his plan better than Churchill. 
She paraphrased his idea in her diary:

In general it consists of an international police force run by the four 
 countries—All nations to disarm completely, so that no nation will have the 
chance to start out to conquer any other—

Self determination to be worked out for colonies over a period of years, in 
the way it was done for the Philippines.8

Roosevelt’s friend gently suggested that perhaps the “Empire owners” 
might not take to the idea so easily. What would Queen Wilhelmina think, 
for example, she asked? “ F.[ranklin] said he [already] gave [the queen] a hint 
about it!” His companion was still skeptical. “Perhaps she [the queen] didn’t 
realize what he really meant.”9



L l o y d  G a r d n e r128

As matters developed, Roosevelt hoped to play the “Dutch” card to 
 further his plans for speeding the transition, but in a circuitous fashion. The 
president’s impatience with Winston Churchill’s view of colonial matters was 
famous. But he hoped to divide and conquer, so as to avoid driving the lesser 
colonial powers into an alliance with the fading but still  powerful British raj. 
Roosevelt would claim on occasion that he had spoken to Churchill at least 
twenty-five times about Indochina’s future, singling that colony out as the 
most eligible place to impose a trusteeship “solution.” Churchill for his part 
suspected, rightly, that the president did not expect to halt his interference 
in the decolonization process at Indochina’s borders with Burma. But the 
president feared pushing things too fast. “When we’ve won the war,” he told 
his son Elliott, he intended to work with “all my might and main” to prevent 
the imperial powers from maneuvering the United States into supporting 
their ambitions.10

Meanwhile, he would keep the Big Four idea in play and see where that 
led. Because of their common ancestry, perhaps, Roosevelt believed he had 
a special relationship with “Minnie,” Queen Wilhelmina, enough so, appar-
ently, that he thought he could drop hints and give little nudges that she 
should begin the process of granting self-government to the Netherlands 
East Indies. He no doubt believed that winning her over would be very 
useful with the tougher cases when it came to dealing with the French and 
the British. The queen was not particularly responsive to these “friendly” 
suggestions, however, telling the president that while Java might, perhaps, 
become independent in something between fifteen and fifty years, anything 
for the more backward areas was “sheer speculation.”11

Roosevelt backed off from a direct confrontation. His main worry, all 
along, was that he would scare the lesser European powers into placing 
their faith in British leadership. At war’s end, both Churchill and Roosevelt 
knew American demands for change could hardly be ignored by a largely 
 bankrupt world in debt both to the United States and to the colonies. 
Certainly that was the case with the British in India. There were mecha-
nisms already being put in place to insure that the British Empire was not 
shut up, as Secretary of State Cordell Hull had once complained, like an 
“oyster shell” against world trade.12

Churchill would never think of choosing Paris over Washington, of 
course, but he had no compunctions about turning the tables on FDR, 
employing Holland and France as counterbalances to an overweening 
America. Roosevelt could afford to wait him out, but he would never allow 
Britain to sink out of simple self-interest. But the British as well as the 
 continental Europeans were going to have to learn to adjust to an empire-
less existence, though exactly how that was going to happen he really did 
not know, either in terms of mechanisms or time frame. “Don’t think for a 
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moment,” Roosevelt admonished his son Elliott during a private moment at 
the Casablanca Conference, “that Americans would be dying in the Pacific 
tonight, if it had not been for the shortsighted greed of the French and the 
British and the Dutch.”13

When it suited his purposes, he could play the gallant rescuer of 
European fortunes with blithe disregard for any inconsistencies. Thus his 
response when he heard from one of his diplomatic representatives and 
old friends that Queen Wilhelmina felt a sense of anxiety for “her people 
in Holland . . . as a result of the fall of the Indies,” and had been “deeply 
touched” by Mr. Churchill’s vow at a meeting of the Pacific War Council 
that the restoration of the East Indies was a “sacred trust.” The Dutch foreign 
minister had conveyed this information, along with a request that President 
Roosevelt offer similar assurances, even though “he was well aware of the 
delicacy of the situation.” And so FDR did. “You have been much in my 
thoughts,” he wrote the queen, and he wanted her to know that he was well 
aware of the “gallantry of the Netherlands’ forces in the Netherlands Indies.” 
When Germany was defeated, it would not take long to drive the Japanese 
back into their own islands. “The Netherlands Indies must be restored—
and something within me tells me that they will be.”14

FDR was gratified when Wilhelmina then broadcast promises of future 
reform for the Indies, as that seemed to demonstrate the wisdom of his pol-
icy of nudges and hints; but he also informed a British diplomat that the 
Dutch, “the poor dears,” were very unlikely to get the East Indies back as 
they liked to imagine.15 Observing these ploys, Free French leader Charles 
deGaulle deplored Roosevelt’s scheming forays into colonial questions, 
claiming that the president had somehow forced the Dutch to “renounce 
their sovereignty over Java.”16 That accusation gave the president too much 
blame or credit. Roosevelt and deGaulle never got along—not from the 
start. He was determined not to recognize deGaulle’s Free French regime as 
the government of France in exile. It would take twenty years or more for 
France to return to Great Power status, he had declared, and, as if to make 
the prophecy  self-fulfilling, he had once listed France among those countries 
to be  completely disarmed after the war.17

Roosevelt’s much put upon secretary of state, Cordell Hull, excluded 
not only from many wartime conferences but often also from the presi-
dent’s inner thoughts on postwar matters, was well-versed, nevertheless, on 
Roosevelt’s attitude toward French colonial possessions. “He could not but 
remember,” Hull recalled of Roosevelt’s outbursts, “the devious conduct of 
the Vichy Government in granting Japan the right to station troops there 
[Indochina], without any consultation with us but with an effort to make 
the world believe we approved.”18 Because Roosevelt wished to maintain 
some sort of relationship with that same Vichy regime, however, he had had 
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Under Secretary Sumner Welles offer assurances in April 1942, that the 
United States recognized the “sovereign jurisdiction of the people of France 
over the territory of France and over French possessions overseas.”19

In a 1942 conversation with Russian Foreign Minister V.M. Molotov, 
Roosevelt broached the idea of international trusteeships, passing it off as 
Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek’s idea. “There were,” he suggested to the 
Russian, “all over the world, many islands and colonial possessions which 
ought, for our own safety, to be taken away from weak nations.” Besides 
Indochina, he said, Siam and the Malay States ought to be put under interim 
trusteeships until they were ready for self-government. And Russia should 
have a role in all this.20

Molotov promised the Soviet Union would give the matter serious atten-
tion, noting it was premised upon Allied cooperation to make sure Germany 
and Japan did not again threaten the peace. “Starting from this principle, 
Mr. Molotov expressed his conviction that the president’s proposals could be 
effectively worked out.”21 Encouraged that he was moving steadily toward his 
long-range goals, the president scarcely worried about the letters he had sent 
to the Dutch and French. With Churchill seated nearby at a session with the 
Sultan of Morocco during the Casablanca Conference several months later, 
the president suddenly launched into a discussion of his sympathy with all 
colonial aspirations for independence, suggesting that he would like to see 
postwar economic cooperation between the United States and the sultan’s 
country.22

Alone with his advisers, Roosevelt openly discussed with his military 
leaders the transfer of Dakar, Indochina, and other French possessions to 
some postwar international authority. He congratulated diplomat Robert 
Murphy on his diplomatic dealings with the Vichy French rulers of North 
Africa before the landings. “But you overdid things a bit in one of the letters 
you wrote,” he reproached Murphy, “pledging the United States Government 
to guarantee the return to France of every part of her empire. Your letter may 
make trouble for me after the war.”23 But perhaps not, because Vichy would 
not survive, and he thought he could handle de Gaulle. France was “in the 
position of a little child unable to look out and fend for itself,” Roosevelt said, 
“and that in such a case a court would appoint a trustee to do the  necessary.” 
Including, it would seem, concludes historian Christopher Thorne, taking 
away some of the child’s possessions.24

At Cairo and Tehran, Roosevelt approached Chiang Kai-shek first, and 
then Stalin, trying to line them up for his trusteeship plan. Inviting the 
 former to be an active member of the Big Four, Roosevelt proposed that 
China and the United States consult together before any decisions were 
reached on matters concerning Asia. They should, for example, reach “a 
mutual understanding” on the future status of Korea, Indochina, and 
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other colonial areas.25 At his very first meeting with Stalin at Tehran on 
November 28, 1943, the two immediately plunged into a discussion of 
 postwar France. To Stalin’s opening statement that the French ruling classes 
were corrupt and “should not be entitled to share in any of the benefits of 
the peace,” Roosevelt replied Churchill thought the country would recover 
quickly. But that was not his view. “Many years of honest labor would be 
necessary before France would be re-established. He said the first necessity 
for the French, not only the Government but the people as well, was to 
become honest citizens.” By its manifest weaknesses, they agreed, France 
had forfeited the right to reclaim Indochina.26

Stalin then declared that he “did not propose to have the Allies shed blood 
to restore Indochina . . . to the old French colonial rule.” It was  necessary to 
fight Japan in the political sphere as well as the military, “particularly in 
view of the fact that the Japanese had granted at least nominal independence 
to certain colonial areas.” Roosevelt was delighted with Stalin’s forthright 
declaration. “He was in 100 percent agreement,” the president said, “and 
remarked that after 100 years of French rule in Indochina, the inhabitants 
were worse off than they had been before.” What did the Soviet leader think 
about a system of trusteeship to prepare the people for independence within 
a definite time period, perhaps twenty to thirty years? Stalin said he “com-
pletely agreed with that view.”27

Things seemed to be shaping up nicely. Chiang sent word to Roosevelt 
after the Cairo Conferences that he regarded the president not only as his 
friend, but as an older brother, to whom he would speak frankly. Roosevelt 
took this to mean that Chiang’s government would follow his lead, a dan-
gerous conclusion. “I think that Stalin, Chiang and I can bring brother 
Churchill around,” he boasted at tea on the White House porch to friends. 
Later, at dinner, he rambled on about the stakes in the colonial question:

In regard to the Far East in general, which means the yellow race, which is far 
more numerous than the white, it will be to the advantage of the white race 
to be friends with them & work in cooperation with them, rather than make 
enemies of them & have them eventually use all the machines of western 
civilization to overrun & conquer the white race.28

Over the summer of 1944, however, the military and political situation 
in China worsened. His closest adviser, Harry Hopkins, confided that the 
president now had much less hope for China than he had had at Cairo. 
Roosevelt was still interested in a trusteeship solution, Hopkins went on, 
but was now absorbed in European questions. As these factors loomed 
more important in the immediate future, senior State Department offi-
cials called for a change of emphasis in postwar planning for Indochina. 
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American influence, wrote Joseph Grew and James Clement Dunn, could 
be better directed toward securing French promises to end their commercial 
 monopolies and to integrate Indochina into the world market. “These areas 
[of Southeast Asia] are sources of products essential to both our wartime and 
peacetime economy. They are potentially important markets for American 
exports. . . . Their economy and political stability will be an important factor 
in the maintenance of peace in Asia.”29

Cairo and Tehran proved to be the high points for dreaming dreams about 
what could be accomplished through Big Four cooperation. The descent to 
reality began before the end of the war, therefore, and while the internal 
French political situation soon became a cause for concern, its importance 
was in reinforcing prior decisions. A few days before the 1944 presiden-
tial election, Harry Hopkins had asked a friend from the British Embassy 
around for drinks and a chat. Looking past the election, Roosevelt’s adviser 
mused about the president’s plans. “You will find him right in on all these 
questions with his own views,” he told his guest, “and you will have to pay 
attention to them.” “Take Indo-China,” he said. “I know what French rule 
has meant in Indo-China. It is going to be American and British boys who 
will die to take it back from the Japanese. Why should we let the French 
walk in again on their own terms when it is we and not they who will have 
made the sacrifices?”

Around this time Roosevelt had become wary of British maneuvers to 
allow Free French forces to participate in the “liberation” of Southeast Asia 
from the Japanese. Hence Hopkins’s warning that soon the United States 
would be “right in batting all over the world.” When he finished the lecture, 
his guest had a question. Did he not agree, he protested mildly, that their 
common interest was to see France restored as a Great Power? Hopkins said 
“yes,” even if, the diplomat reported, rather “perfunctorily.”30

No matter how “perfunctorily” they regarded the French, Lord Halifax 
wrote in a final report, they would find they needed Paris to restore the world 
economy, to recreate a trading system under liberal capitalist rules. “To some 
extent,” added a Foreign Office commentator, “they are  influenced by the 
desire to perpetuate the sort of world in which American individualism, almost 
isolated, can hold its own against State trading policies of other countries; but 
they do desire world trading arrangements for their own sake as means of knit-
ting the world together into an orderly whole.”31

French recovery (psychological as well as material) soon came to domi-
nate the agenda. The lectures to the British and French about the evils of 
colonialism stopped—though concerns about Paris’ failure to “get it” had 
many shaking their heads and scribbling out notes back and forth between 
the West European and Southeast Asian Desks in the State Department. 
Unlike the British, who had more in common with American ideas on the 
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whole postwar agenda, and who badly needed American financial support, 
the French seemed to think they could do very well without American 
 “guidance” on colonial matters. “The economic interests of the United States, 
a non-imperialist nation,” read a memo from Asian desk officers skeptical 
of French plans, “demand not only free access and trade in Southeast Asia, 
but also a rising standard of living there. This would increase the market for 
our products in the area, and markets are one of our primary interests in the 
postwar world.” But markets were not America’s only interest, or not only 
America’s interest. If the French continued to deny nationalist aspirations, 
the only result would be increased Russian influence. “We are the ‘last best 
hope’ of democracy in the colonial areas,” the memo argued. “If we do not 
act to fulfill this hope, the Russian system and Russia may well become the 
‘new hope.’”32

The United States, in other words, had been forced into this ambiguous 
position by French mistakes. Hence the connection policymakers made with 
World War II objectives, and the logic that followed from the unfinished 
business of the Pacific campaign, in part also the result of the abrupt ending 
to the war against Japan, which did not allow for a smooth transition from 
war to peace. Explaining Roosevelt’s wartime policies and the bewildering 
switchbacks from expediency to efforts to force a solution to the colonial 
“problem” became difficult terrain for his successors.

His notion that he could manage Brother Churchill by manipulating 
Chiang and Stalin was replaced by an almost desperate effort to secure 
Russian cooperation in propping up the Nationalist regime by becoming 
China’s (uninvited, perhaps) intercessor with Stalin. In a private conversa-
tion with Stalin near the end of the conference, Roosevelt admitted that “for 
some time we had been trying to keep China alive.” Stalin shrugged off the 
implications of this statement and posed as a disinterested observer, wonder-
ing why the Nationalists and Communists could not form a united front 
against Japan. On the matter of trusteeships, Roosevelt gave a rambling 
account of his troubles with Churchill, who feared that a trusteeship for 
Indochina would lead to pressure to create one for Burma. Stalin pointed out 
that the British were being shortsighted. They had already lost Burma once 
by relying on Indochina. And then he put a point that must have triggered 
some ideas in FDR’s mind. “It was not his opinion,” he said, “that Britain 
was a sure country to protect this area.” Perhaps it would be possible to work 
on something that would hold France up to a standard that would “protect 
this area,” and would disengage the colonial powers from one another.33

From the beginning of the war, Roosevelt had seen Indochina as an area 
needing protection. His statements about the Indochinese at Yalta  indicated 
that he had never really given much thought to them as  independent 
actors—nor had his advisers, for that matter. Speaking with Stalin, he 
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asserted that the Indochinese “were people of small stature, like the Javanese 
and Burmese, and were not warlike.” France had done nothing “to improve 
the natives since she had the colony.” And now de Gaulle wanted ships to 
transport French forces to Indochina. Where was he going to get the troops? 
asked Stalin. “The President replied that de Gaulle was going to find the 
troops when the President could find the ships, but the President added that 
up to the present he had been unable to find the ships.”34

In the weeks after Yalta, Indochina’s fate came up in various ways. An 
aide recorded what turned out to be Roosevelt’s last words on the question 
on March 15, 1945:

I asked the President if he had changed his ideas on French Indochina. . . . He 
said no. . . . The President hesitated a moment and then said—well if we can 
get the proper pledge from France to assume for herself the obligations of a 
trustee, then I would agree to France retaining these colonies with the pro-
viso that independence was the ultimate goal.35

President Truman did make some attempts to secure the “proper pledge” 
from France, but he mostly just wanted the problem to go away. OSS (Office 
of Strategic Service) agents who had been in contact with Ho Chi Minh 
expressed disappointment that nobody paid much attention to their reports 
of Ho’s keen interest in an American presence in Vietnam. The United States, 
Ho told one of these agents, Frank White, was in the best position to come 
to Vietnam’s aid, but Washington could not be counted on because it “would 
find more urgent things to do.”36 Ho was right that Truman was preoccupied. 
He had to worry about civil war in China, and the danger that Russia might 
lodge itself in Manchuria and then claim a role in the postwar occupation of 
Japan. The atomic bomb, which was supposed to simplify at least some of his 
problems, actually made matters worse by speeding up the pace of events.

Frank Capra’s imaginings in the Why we Fight Series and Normal 
Rockwell’s Four Freedoms posters seemed to grow less distinct off the movie 
screen as the mushroom clouds of reality rose over Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
No one could have foreseen just how fast the war would end, with temporary 
arrangements for disarming the Japanese merging into French reoccupation 
plans—while American military personnel simply stood by and watched. 
The British landed first, and behind them the French, who immediately 
set about “restoring order” using typically colonial methods of beatings and 
intimidation to demonstrate who was boss. The Japanese had already suc-
ceeded, however, in undermining the raison d’etre of Western imperialism, 
that Westerners had come as both exploiters and protectors.

The head of the OSS mission in what was then French Indochina, 
the improbably named Archimedes L. Patti, knew all about the debates 
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inside the government over the fate of that colony. He believed Roosevelt’s 
 successors gave up the fight and the Vietnam War resulted. Interestingly, 
at the time of the 1954 Geneva Conference, Secretary of State John Foster 
Dulles, who, one could argue, was the real founder of the Vietnam War, felt 
the same way. If Roosevelt’s plan had been followed, he told congressional 
leaders at a White House conference, the communists would not have had 
a chance to steal the nationalist flag from true patriots. The problem with 
all this ruminating about Roosevelt’s supposed plans, of course, is that we 
do not know how he would have moved to implement any of his ideas, or, 
which ideas he would have pursued.

Ho Chi Minh suggested to the American OSS agents that he welcomed 
American involvement in his country’s quest for independence, and would 
more than welcome capitalist investment. He wrote Truman several  letters 
encouraging him to see the Vietnamese Revolution as fulfillment of the 
promises of the Atlantic Charter and the San Francisco Charter of the 
United Nations. None of these were ever answered. French officials, mean-
while, made their own offers. Even if France went socialist, an official of the 
Colonial Ministry told a State Department official, even if the Metropole 
nationalized mines, utilities, and heavy industries, all this would have no 
bearing on freedom of enterprise in Indochina. “It is apparently the pur-
pose,” his American listener wryly noted, “to make Indo-China a haven for 
private enterprise.”37

The prospect of a Communist victory in the first Vietnam War forced a 
temporary reconsideration of Roosevelt’s determination to challenge French 
prerogatives in Indochina. “Following relaxation [of] European controls,” 
read a private State Department policy statement in May, 1947,

internal racial, religious and national differences could plunge new nations 
into violent discord, or already apparent anti-Western Pan Asiatic tenden-
cies could become dominant political force, or Communists could capture 
control. We consider as best safeguard against these eventualities a continued 
close association between newly-autonomous peoples and powers which have 
long been responsible [for] their welfare.38

But simply saying that we were in the same boat as the colonial pow-
ers in this situation, as this paper argued, quickly proved to be an unten-
able position. Benign neglect was no answer to the deepening crisis. French 
inability to resolve the crisis either on the battlefield or at the conference 
table had wide ramifications that began with its role in European recovery 
and rearmament but extended outward to East Asia. Instability in Southeast 
Asia would tempt the Chinese Communists—filled with revolutionary zeal 
after their momentous victory—to intervene. Surveying danger areas of 
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Southeast Asia in the wake of the Chinese Communist triumph, Secretary 
of State Dean Acheson told a Canadian diplomat that the United States felt 
the French had recently taken the right steps in establishing a government 
under the Emperor Bao Dai. In actuality everyone knew that Bao Dai was 
really just another makeshift solution, but Acheson had to hope for the best. 
“The American Government,” he informed Ambassador Hume Wrong, 
“in distinction from its earlier views would be ready to recognize and help 
 Indo-China as soon as the French had acted.”39

“Whether the French like it or not,” one State Department official pro-
tested the drift toward Paris, “independence is coming to Indochina. Why, 
therefore, do we tie ourselves to the tail of their battered kite?”40 The outlook 
continued to look foreboding, as the kite was buffeted about in the storms 
set off in the Korean War. In the midst of their conversations on the progress 
of the Korean War at Wake Island, Truman and his aides took turns with 
General MacArthur in denouncing French policy in Indochina. MacArthur 
set things going by saying he was “puzzled” as to why the French with their 
numerical superiority couldn’t win. “They are opposed by half of what the 
North Koreans had. I cannot understand why they do not clean it up.” 
Admiral Radford said the reason was the French had no support among the 
local Vietnamese. “The rest of Southeast Asia—Burma, Siam—is wide open 
if the Chinese Communists pursue a policy of aggression.” The place to 
stand was in Indochina. But the French were making a mess of things. The 
admiral added that recently some French ships stopped at Hawaii, but they 
were not anxious to go to Indochina and were dragging their feet. “They 
would have stayed in Pearl Harbor for six months if I had invited them.” All 
this seemed to rev up the president:

This is the most discouraging thing we face. [We] have worked on the French 
tooth and nail to try and persuade them to do what the Dutch had done in 
Indonesia but the French have not been willing to listen. If the French Prime 
Minister comes to see me, he is going to hear some very plain talk. I am going 
to talk cold turkey to him. If you don’t want him to hear that kind of talk, 
you had better keep him away from me.41

Roosevelt had predicted the situation would evolve in this fashion. He 
had tried to find avenues around the impending crisis. Now Truman could 
find no solution to the dilemma, complaining that American policy had 
been “contained” by French “stubbornness” in Indochina. By the end of the 
Korean War, the United States was paying about 80 percent of the cost of 
the war. Eisenhower and Dulles thus inherited the situation, a truly vexed 
legacy. Eisenhower’s secretary of state expressed considerable dismay that 
Roosevelt had backed away from his avowed goal of replacing the French 
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with an international trusteeship. By allowing the colony to be reoccupied, 
Dulles complained privately, FDR and Truman put the United States in a 
false position. “Originally,” he wrote in an unused response to critics of the 
“compromise” at the 1954 Geneva Conference, “President Roosevelt was 
against this on the ground that France did not have a good record as a 
colonial power and its return would not be accepted by the people.” He was 
right. The French could only maintain their position by the “bloody mas-
sacres which started the colonial war,” and that allowed the Communists an 
opportunity to lead the nationalist movement.42

At the outset of the Eisenhower Administration, John Foster Dulles 
talked boldly about liberating American foreign policy from the debilitating 
and morally unsatisfactory tenets of Containment. The American response 
to the Soviet challenge had been too passive, he charged, and too concerned 
with protecting the interests of those whose time had passed. The European 
colonial powers were “old, tired, worn out, and almost willing to buy peace 
in order to have a few years more of rest.” The Free World “will only be saved 
if it gets out of us what is lacking in the rest of the world.”43

There must be a revival of America’s anticolonial tradition, lost since 
FDR’s time, to discover an alternative to Ho Chi Minh’s deception. In a 
pointed address to French National Political Science Institute in May 1952, 
even before he knew he would be the next secretary of state, Dulles lectured 
his audience on the modern “White Man’s Burden” in Indochina:

You are there paying a heavy cost, in lives and money. I am glad that the 
United States is now helping substantially. I should personally be glad to see 
us do more, for you have really been left too much alone to discharge a task 
which is vital to us all.44

Dulles sought new initiatives for “Liberation” policies not only in 
Southeast Asia but also in the Middle East and Africa. It soon became clear, 
indeed, that what liberation in fact meant was release from the constraints 
of following the standpat policies of America’s allies in what was now being 
called the Third World. Southeast Asia was of particular concern, however, 
because an actual war was being waged there between the forces of revo-
lution (Communist style) and the forces of reaction (nineteenth-Century 
style), or so, at least, Dulles believed.

Dulles was deeply disappointed by the Korean truce in June 1953, though 
he understood it was politically necessary if the Administration were to 
clear the slate for taking new initiatives. But the prospect of a permanently 
divided country, as the Korean “settlement” appeared to endorse, was hardly 
the image that one could use to entice former colonial peoples to align them-
selves with the West. Dulles’s boasts about the threat of the atomic bomb 
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to break open the stalemate in the truce talks should be seen from this 
 perspective—as a replacement for the now discredited boasts of the original 
colonial masters that they could protect their “native” allies against outside 
forces and restless underclasses. The French, meanwhile, staked everything 
on one last roll of the dice at Dienbienphu. Eisenhower briefly considered 
using the atomic bomb to relieve the besieged French garrison in the spring 
of 1954, but he realized that his old army companions were right, military 
intervention in Vietnam would mean another ground war on the continent 
of Asia, too soon after Korea, and, despite Dulles’s best diplomatic efforts, 
with little support in Congress or from the Allies. In the most recent book 
on “Why Vietnam?” Gareth Porter argues that Eisenhower never had any 
intention of sending ground forces to Indochina. He was bitterly opposed, 
Porter quotes Eisenhower as saying, because it would make the United States 
look just like the colonial powers.45

Without doubt, Eisenhower’s most famous utterance on the tangle of 
issues surrounding the Vietnam crisis, the falling domino image, would 
provide cover for later presidents, who would all harken back to this pro-
nouncement as American involvement deepened into tragedy, elevating 
it to the status of proven theory to be ignored only at great peril to the 
“national security.” In fact, it was no more than an abstraction, constructed 
without regard to Vietnamese history. From Roosevelt to Truman, and 
then to Eisenhower, the Vietnam riddle was how to get the French out 
of the way without “losing” the contest for the hearts and minds of the 
 people—and the resources of the land. Just as the French had sought to 
make Vietnam part of their history, so, too, the Americans. To all those 
who charge that we are seeking to take France’s place in Vietnam, said 
National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy in 1965, he would give this 
answer: “We  simply are not there as colonialists.” Any fair minded observer 
understood that  fundamental point. “Our innate lack of imperial zeal is 
visible to any observer in Vietnam and to the Vietnamese people.” The 
French never had such a reputation, and, therefore, became an easy target 
for Communist and noncommunist nationalists alike.46

In the profoundest sense, beyond limitations of the definition of 
 “colonialism,” Bundy was wrong: We were seeking to replace the French. 
After Geneva ended the French war in Vietnam, with an apparent agreement 
that elections would be held in all Vietnam within two years to determine the 
political future of the country and its reunification, American policymakers 
still believed that the central issue was how to get rid of the French, and not to 
deal with Vietnamese nationalism. At a National Security Council  meeting 
in October 1954, President Eisenhower made that clear. “It is true that we 
have to cajole the French with regard to the European area,” he said, “but we 
certainly didn’t have to in Indochina.”47
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Was Ike also thinking of Roosevelt’s legacy? John Kennedy inherited a 
Vietnamese situation no less complicated than what each of his predecessors 
had faced. In the wake of the Bay of Pigs fiasco, and the Vienna summit 
conference with Nikita Khrushchev, the young president lamented his fate. 
“I’ve got a terrible problem,” he told New York Times reporter James Reston. 
Khrushchev acted like he believed JFK had “no guts.” To disabuse the Russians, 
he would increase the military budget and send reinforcements to Germany. 
But that was still not enough. The only place in the world where there was a 
real challenge at the moment was in Vietnam. “. . . We have a problem in trying 
to make our power credible, and Vietnam looks like the place.”48

The two advisers who influenced Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson the most 
were McGeorge Bundy and Robert McNamara. As the fateful 1965 step was 
taken to send the first 100,000 soldiers to Vietnam, both men offered a vari-
ation on the theme that Fortune magazine’s editors had developed after Pearl 
Harbor to clarify America’s purposes in reimaging the world. Bundy’s memo 
stressed the role America had to play in the world—or see Western influence 
recede from Asia with the profoundest consequences. He began his com-
ments with a blunt statement that historians of the future might designate 
the 1960s as the decade when “our civilization fashioned so painfully since 
the Reformation could be said to have reached its end.” If that happened, 
it would likely not be because of nuclear cataclysm, but as a result of a new 
polarization of the world between the poor, the restless, and the nonwhite 
peoples, led or pushed by China, as opposed to Europe and North America. 
If that happened, “we will find ourselves in a virtual state of siege.”

The West, of course, still can survive as a political grouping and even as a 
culture. We will still maintain overwhelming military power in the sense that 
we could at any time reduce the land mass of Asia and of Africa to ashes. But 
this would provide us with slim comfort. . . . 

In the last analysis, the West must preserve (or at least not willingly and 
voluntarily default) its access to, communications with, and benign influence 
on the peoples of Asia and Africa. We have much that is worthwhile to offer 
and much to gain. Our society and theirs can be enriched and nourished by 
the two-way flow of ideas and goods and peoples. China has chosen to slam 
its doors, at least for the present. We and the other peoples of the world can-
not afford to see any more doors close, for every door that closes quickens the 
pace of rich–poor, colored–white, North–South division of the world.49

In similar fashion, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara told a reporter 
in an interview why Lyndon Johnson’s decision was necessary.

If the U.S. withdrew from SVN, there would be a complete shift in the world 
balance of power. Asia goes Red, our prestige and integrity damaged, allies 
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everywhere shaken (even those who publicly ask us to quit bombing, etc.) At 
home, he foresees as a result of these calamities, a bad effect on economy and 
a disastrous political fight that could further freeze American political debate 
and even affect political freedom.

On the other hand: If the U.S. achieved in SVN the objectives stated by 
LBJ in Baltimore, there would then be substantial political and economic 
and security gains. Way then open to combine birth control and economic 
expansion techniques in gigantic arc from SVN to Iran and Middle East, 
bringing unimaginable developments to this region, proving worth of moder-
ate, democratic way of growth for societies.50

In May of 1972 the Senate Foreign Relations Committee held yet 
another set of hearings on the seemingly endless Vietnam War. The com-
mittee was still seeking to understand the “origin and evolution of American 
 involvement in Vietnam.”51 The invited witnesses included academics with 
widely  different viewpoints on the American war in Vietnam, who all agreed, 
however, that the problem began when President Roosevelt—or his imme-
diate successor, President Truman—abandoned a supposed commitment to 
postwar  independence for the French colony. They did not concur on why the 
reversal took place. The reason why policymakers made that fateful  decision, 
the Roosevelt expert Arthur M. Schlesinger maintained, was the precarious 
and chancy situation in Europe immediately after the war. “The real reason,” 
he told the committee, “why we acquiesced in the British–French imperial 
determination . . . to put the French back . . . was because of our concern with 
the French situation in Europe. . . . In other words, our policy in Vietnam was 
based, in that period, essentially on European reasons rather than on Asian 
reasons.”52

Yet despite all that has been said and written on Vietnam, we are even 
today still uncertain about how and why America became involved in its lon-
gest war. Some continue to argue the case for “European reasons,” some put 
forward “Asian reasons,” while others take up the argument for “American 
reasons.” In a sense, it is a matter of where the writer chooses to put his or 
her emphasis, for all three considerations were present as decision makers 
reached their conclusions. To settle on one, however, and particularly the 
argument for “European reasons,” risks creating an impression of a passive 
United States, with few direct interests of its own and worried only about 
the internal situation in France as the Cold War began. Because American 
leaders from Roosevelt to Johnson expressed criticism of the French at every 
point, from blaming appeasement and World War II on “colonialist” obses-
sions to recriminations that there was no way to overcome the Communist 
lead in the nationalist movement, it is easy to avoid looking closely at how 
FDR and his successors might have converted rhetoric to policy. As his-
torians Christopher Thorne and Walter LaFeber have demonstrated, the 



141F D R  A N D  T H E  “ C O L O N I A L  Q U E S T I O N ”

shift to a less ambitious goal began before Roosevelt died. Another way of 
looking at the origins of the Vietnam War is to locate it in the struggles 
of the decolonization process, during which the United States pursued a 
consistent policy of attempting to replace the weakened colonial powers’s 
outdated visions of empire with a liberal world order that would reinte-
grate the economies of Southeast Asia with those of the industrial nations 
to reestablish world  prosperity—and, not incidentally, prevent national-
ist fervor from being directed against the West. The quest in Asia was for 
interdependence—overseen by the United States.53

Had he lived, Roosevelt might have acted differently than his  successors 
on many issues. Lincoln and Reconstruction, Wilson and the League, 
Roosevelt and the Cold War, Kennedy and Vietnam—we are left to specu-
late. Roosevelt took a chance with the “Dixie Mission” to Yenan; he might 
have answered Ho Chi Minh’s letters. Whether that would have made a 
difference, perhaps only Robert Frost could have told us.
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FDR and the 
“China Question”
Michael Schaller

President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s wartime policies toward China 
 encompassed both the generosity of his vision and the limitations of his 
ability to fully comprehend and influence regional events. Between 1938 
and 1941, he overrode the misgivings of State Department officials to initi-
ate economic, then military, aid to the hard-pressed Chinese Nationalist 
Party (KMT) led by Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Jieshi). For most of the next 
decade, this silver thread linked the two nations together during war and 
civil war more closely than ever before. Initially, Roosevelt merely hoped 
that keeping Chinese troops in the field would impede Japan’s expansion 
and perhaps deter its future aggression. By the time of the Pearl Harbor 
attack, the president’s horizon had grown more expansive. Not only could 
a democratic, united, and pro-American China hasten Japan’s defeat, but 
it might also become a pillar of postwar stability and American influence 
as the Japanese and European empires in Asia receded. For better or worse, 
Roosevelt convinced himself, and much of the American public, that China 
was a vital ally whose support would hasten victory and shape the peace.

Unfortunately, the complexities of Chinese domestic politics, divisions 
among American civilian and military planners, and the competing mili-
tary and diplomatic priorities of coalition warfare frustrated many of the 
president’s goals. China failed to play an active role in Japan’s defeat and the 
American-backed Nationalist regime barely survived the Allied victory. Yet, 
the “negative achievement” of merely keeping China in the war tied down 
several million Japanese troops who otherwise might have overrun much 
more of Asia and the Pacific.
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Nevertheless, Roosevelt’s opponents, especially among postwar 
Republicans, seized upon China’s wartime internal conflict and post-1945 
descent into civil war as an object lesson that proved FDR’s failure as a 
strategist and visionary. Ironically, the wartime overselling of China as a 
great power convinced many Americans in the Cold War era that its even-
tual “loss” to communism marked a grave set back for U.S. security. This 
allegation haunted Democrats throughout the 1950s and 1960s. Not until 
twenty-five years after Roosevelt’s death, with the tragic milestones of the 
wars in Korea and Vietnam in between, did something resembling FDR’s 
vision of U.S.–China relations finally emerge.

Examining what the first serious historian of FDR’s China Policy, Herbert 
Feis, aptly labeled “the China Tangle,” conservative and left-liberal histori-
ans formed an uneasy consensus that, in effect, blamed Roosevelt for the 
“loss of China.” Out of ignorance or malice, the two camps assert, the presi-
dent bet on the “wrong horse,” with dire consequences for both China and 
the United States. Critics on the right ascribed failure to FDR naïvete and 
his alleged manipulation by pro-communist advisers. The  distorted advice 
provided to him by Red-tinged “China hands” and a vengeful General 
Joseph Stilwell supposedly led Roosevelt—like Truman after him—to treat 
Chiang shabbily and pave the way for the victory of Mao Zedong’s Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) in 1949.

Writing from a post-Vietnam War perspective, left-leaning historians saw 
reality through the opposite end of the telescope. This Roosevelt suffered from 
an inordinate fear of communism and stubbornly backed Chiang long after 
commitment to him had ceased paying military or political returns. By reject-
ing cooperation with the Chinese Communists (or even neutrality), FDR 
encouraged Chiang’s worst tendencies and drove a reluctant Mao firmly into 
Stalin’s embrace.

In this odd convergence, historians of the right and left perceive Roosevelt’s 
China policy as a perfect failure. Denying Chiang greater backing against 
both Japan and his Communist rivals, like the failure to shift support to 
the CCP, led to a muddled war against Japan, betrayal of a flawed but pro-
American ally, and, ultimately, the “loss of China” in 1949. Conservative 
scholars and political leaders saw in all this justification for McCarthyism 
the purge of the State Department’s “China Hands” and the seeds of com-
munist aggression in Korea and Vietnam. Those on the left believed that 
Roosevelt’s rejection of advice that he shift support from the KMT to the 
CCP betrayed the real American civilian and military China experts, open-
ing the door to the Red Scare and needless wars in Korea and Vietnam.1

In the initial months following the outbreak of the Sino–Japanese war, 
popular and presidential views of China’s plight under Japanese attack could 
be summarized by a headline appearing in the Hearst press: “We sympathize. 
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But it is not our concern.”2 Official U.S. policy toward China followed the 
same lines. Stanley Hornbeck, the “Far Eastern Adviser to the Secretary of 
State” and, in effect, the State Department’s senior “China Hand,” made this 
clear in a message to the British Foreign Office in April 1938. Washington, 
he explained, deplored Japanese aggression in China; the United States 
continued to honor the principles of nonaggression and territorial integrity 
embodied in the Nine Power Treaty of 1922. Hopefully, Japan would see and 
mend the error of its ways. But no justification existed for Anglo-American 
mediation or intervention since neither the risk nor cost of a war with Japan 
was acceptable.3

Certainly Roosevelt concurred with this view, but by the autumn of 
1938 events in Europe and Asia had begun to move the president away 
from a policy of sympathetic indifference. The impending Nazi destruc-
tion of Czech independence had raised serious concerns that a major war 
in Europe was imminent, and with a recent Japanese offensive having 
swept the Nationalists out of Canton, Hankow and further into the inte-
rior, it looked as if the Chinese might share a fate similar to the Czech’s. 
To make matters worse, a peace faction, led by Chiang’s KMT rival, 
Wang  Ching-wei, had begun negotiating with the Japanese. Fearful that 
a Chinese collapse would accelerate Axis aggression, senior officials in the 
Roosevelt Administration—including Secretary of State Cordell Hull and 
Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau—broached the idea of extending a 
“political loan” to the Nationalists.

Ultimately, it was Morgenthau who took the initiative to devise a plan 
to provide China with Export–Import Bank trade credits secured by future 
shipments of Chinese commodities. The Treasury Secretary negotiated with 
several Chinese representatives, each of whom had ties to rival factions in 
the KMT coalition. Partly to mute Japanese protests, the credits were not 
actually granted to the Chinese government but to a nominally private 
front organization, the “Universal Trading Corporation,” or UTC, which 
was succeeded by China Defense Supplies, or CDS. Various Chiang family 
factions, including those led by Finance Minister H.H. Kung and Foreign 
Minister T.V. Soong controlled these companies. Soong hired several former 
federal officials, including Thomas Corcoran, on the CDS payroll so they 
could lobby their old departments. The result was a tangled web of over-
lapping and conflicting agencies and personnel whose precise loyalties—to 
China or the United States—was unclear.4

The initial loan amounted to $25 million. It was intended to deter 
Chiang from accepting Japanese peace overtures. But it also created another 
problem, as the Nationalist leader quickly recognized that threats of surren-
der often elicited additional aid. From this point on, Chinese representatives 
often leaked stories about an impending collapse or secret peace talks with 
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the Japanese as a way to leverage additional loans or other assistance from 
Washington.5

The U.S. aid program also had an impact on the uneasy anti-Japanese 
United Front truce that had been established between the Chinese Nationalists 
and Communists early in the war. It lessened the KMT’s dependence on the 
Soviet Union (which to this point had been granting the nationalists more 
aid than the United States) and encouraged Chiang to take a harder line 
with the Communists. In November 1940, for example, Chiang confided to 
Ambassador Nelson Johnson that if the United States expanded its economic 
aid and began providing him with military equipment, especially aircrafts 
and pilots, he would move swiftly against China’s “real” enemy.

In the wake of a new $100 million loan that was issued to Chiang 
a month later, another KMT official echoed this sentiment when he 
informed a U.S. diplomat in Chungking that the Nationalist leader now 
felt the need to “appease the Communists.” In January 1941, KMT forces 
attacked and destroyed the CCP’s New Fourth Army, which had entered 
territory claimed by the Nationalists. From then until the outbreak of 
 full-scale civil war following Japan’s surrender, the United Front existed 
only in name.6

With the fighting between the Nationalists and Communists on the rise, 
a number of American officials and informed citizens grew increasingly 
concerned—and divided—about the potential for civil war. Some, such as 
Edgar Snow, Evans Carlson, and a junior officer in the State Department’s 
Division of Far Eastern Affairs, John Patton Davies, warned that giving 
aid exclusively to Chiang would do more to encourage internal warfare 
than to resist the Japanese. They proposed a more flexible policy of assist-
ing any Chinese troops in the field—including Communists—prepared to 
fight. Outgoing Ambassador Johnson and Naval attaché James McHugh 
 countered that any assistance to CCP forces would cripple the KMT and 
undermine resistance to Japan. Either because he did not fully grasp the 
intensity of KMT–CCP hostility or because he saw no way to impose an 
outside solution, Roosevelt continued along the initial path he had chosen 
of providing aid exclusively to the KMT.7

In the yearlong run up to the Pearl Harbor attack, aid to China increased 
substantially, especially after the passage of Lend-Lease. With the prospect 
of much more aid in the pipeline, Roosevelt dispatched White House eco-
nomic adviser Dr. Lauchlin Currie as his personal emissary to China. An 
influential Keynesian economist, Currie hoped to carve out China as his 
special area of responsibility. During an extended visit to Chungking in 
February and March 1941, he drafted a report for Roosevelt that called for 
ameliorating conflict within China. The envoy informed FDR that Chiang’s 
natural instinct was to fight the Communists and he would use American 
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aid to implement a campaign. To prevent this, he urged Roosevelt to send a 
high level economic, military, and political advisory team to China to super-
vise the distribution and use of aid while pushing Chiang along the path 
of democratic reform. (Currie also met with Zhou Enlai to reassure him 
that Washington opposed any KMT attacks on the CCP.) As Currie put it, 
Roosevelt could encourage Chiang’s better angels by publicly promoting the 
notion that he was a key ally and leader of a “great power.” The United States 
should simultaneously expand aid and supervise its distribution.

Currie oversimplified the rifts in Chinese politics and misgauged 
American ability or Roosevelt’s willingness to heal them. Nevertheless, 
Currie’s recommendations influenced Roosevelt’s approach for the next 
several years. Impressed by Currie’s analysis, FDR designated him in the 
summer of 1941 as the White House “point man” to expedite Lend-Lease 
aid for China.8

Currie largely displaced Morgenthau as the president’s China expert, 
working with the Treasury Secretary T.V. Soon and retired Army flier Claire 
Cennault to create an informal American air force in China, the American 
Volunteer Group (AVG) or “Flying Tigers.” In addition to the goal of pro-
viding fighter aircraft and eventually equipment for up to thirty army divi-
sions, Currie pushed a closely held secret plan, approved by Roosevelt in July 
1941, for American-piloted planes based in China to fire bomb Japanese 
cities. Although Currie and Morgenthau envisioned this as a way to deter 
future Japanese aggression, regular military planners such as Army Chief of 
Staff George C. Marshall considered it a foolhardy provocation and tried 
to delay implementation. Still, with Roosevelt’s blessing, the air war plan 
moved forward and was nearly operational when Japan struck Pearl Harbor 
on December 7.9

The outbreak of the Pacific War not only brought the United States fully 
into China’s corner, but also changed the larger political equation in Asia. 
The humiliating rout of European and American forces in Southeast Asia 
foretold the demise of colonialism and begged the question of who or what 
would replace it.10 In China, despite growing levels of American economic 
aid, Lend-Lease supplies, and a military advisory mission, Chiang proved 
reluctant to fight the Japanese effectively. His refusal to fight or reform even-
tually squandered both American support and the loyalty of most Chinese. 
The Chinese Communists, in contrast, began the war as a small political 
and military movement isolated in northwest China. Yet, the CCP emerged 
from the war in control of nearly a fourth of China, fielded a multimillion-
man army, and enjoyed tremendous stature for their defense of the country. 
Four years later, all China would be theirs.

At home, influenced by the ceaseless promotional efforts of Henry Luce’s 
publishing empire, Americans generally perceived China as a devoted ally 
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making great sacrifices on behalf of the Grand Alliance. Most official 
Americans in China, save for those personally allied to the Nationalist lead-
ership, shared a darker vision. General John Magruder, who preceded Joseph 
Stilwell as the Army’s representative in Chungking, predicted that with 
America in the war, Chiang would reach a de facto truce with the Japanese 
and hoard military aid “largely with the idea of post-war military action” 
against the Communists.11 Even Navy attaché James McHugh, normally 
one of Chiang’s boosters, doubted that Nationalist troops could help much. 
Aid to Chiang was warranted, he argued, because it would permit him to 
sustain a large pro-American army that would be useful in the future. To 
fight the Japanese, he favored creating an air force under Chiang’s American 
protégé, Claire Chennault.12

Ambassador Clarence Gauss, a grouchy State Department veteran 
but recent arrival in China, voiced the gloomiest assessment. Chiang, he 
informed Washington, suffered from a “touch of unreality derived from a 
somewhat grandiose or ivory tower conception of his and China’s role.” Far 
from reforming his regime, since December 7 he had bolstered the power of 
the most reactionary elements in the KMT. Gauss cautioned against giving 
Chiang blank check approval. Instead, the United States should identify 
moderate and liberal elements within the KMT and among other parties 
and cultivate their friendship as future leaders.13

Roosevelt, ever the optimist, paid little head to these warnings before 
1944. Until his death in April 1945, the president struggled both to win the 
war and assure the peace by harnessing the nationalist forces unleashed by 
Japan’s rampage through Asia. Assuming Japan’s defeat, what political move-
ments would replace the Dutch, British, and French colonial order? What 
force would be strong enough to restrain Soviet expansion? How would 
China, with a fourth of the world’s population, influence postwar events? 
Would it be pro-American, antiforeign, pro-Soviet, chaotic, or some combi-
nation of it all? As with his approach to the Depression at home, Roosevelt 
followed eclectic paths, often improvising, in the hope that something would 
be found to keep China unified, in the war, moving toward greater democ-
racy, and prepared to play the role of one of the “Four Policeman” in the 
postwar world.

From the inception of the Grand Alliance, Roosevelt groped for a China 
policy that would do several, sometimes contradictory, things at once. 
Minimally, he hoped to sustain China as an active ally, tying down several 
million Japanese troops. To accomplish this and pave the way for China’s 
acceptance into the ranks of the “great powers,” FDR offered economic 
aid, military assistance and advisers, and rhetorical support for Chiang as a 
leader on a par with Winston Churchill and Josef Stalin. Roosevelt’s longer 
view encompassed a China that would help assure stability in postwar Asia, 
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balancing power in the region after the defeat of Japan, the end of European 
colonialism, and the likely expansion of Soviet influence. Until the end of 
1944, Roosevelt believed that the agent of China’s transformation would 
be Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalist government. He supported and 
indulged Chiang with a view toward this future.

Neither Stalin nor especially Churchill had much patience for what they 
saw as FDR’s romantic infatuation with China. Churchill complained that 
Roosevelt expected to use China as a “faggot vote on the side of the United 
States in an attempt to liquidate the British Overseas Empire.”14 But, in 
a discussion with Lord Louis Mountbatten in 1943, the president insisted 
that treating China as a “great power” would inhibit aggression “during the 
immediate postwar period.” Having a half billion Chinese allies would be 
“very useful twenty-five or fifty years hence, even though China cannot 
contribute much military or naval support for the moment.”15

Although Roosevelt had generous and farsighted impulses, the method 
he relied upon for implementing his vision contained deep flaws. Hoping 
to hold China together as a force against Japan, he tended to ignore or mis-
construe advice from the best informed American diplomats and military 
officers in China. Many of these men shared the president’s aspirations but 
grew increasingly frustrated with Chiang’s performance and, by extension, 
with Roosevelt’s support for him. It often seemed as if American policy 
existed on two parallel and nonintersecting planes, the ideal and the real. 
Deep fissures opened between the president and his aides in Washington, 
who took a broad, top-down, long-term view of events, and military  officers 
and diplomats stationed in China, who faced the grim frustrations of politi-
cal and military decay. While Roosevelt spoke of promoting China as a 
“great power,” General Stilwell and his staff dealt with a crumbling army, 
corrupt leaders, and incipient civil war. Most American military and civil-
ian officials with what we call today “boots on the ground” agreed that 
China could play an important wartime and postwar role. But they doubted 
that Chiang and the Nationalists could or should be the force to shape that 
future. They especially worried that exclusive American aid to the KMT 
would hasten civil war and also poison U.S. relations with the Communists 
whom they believed were likely to inherit the “mandate of heaven.” The ten-
sions between Roosevelt’s grand strategy and the military–diplomatic reali-
ties of China contributed to eventual disaster.

In many ways, the disappointments of the spring 1942 campaign in 
Burma set the pattern of later failures. Due in large part to Chiang’s inter-
ference with Stilwell’s command, as well as British indifference to the enter-
prise, allied forces failed to hold the Burma Road lifeline that linked western 
China to India. This left the arduous air route over the Himalayan “hump” 
as the only way to bring fuel, equipment, and other Lend-Lease supplies 
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into China. Stilwell spent the next two years ceaselessly seeking authority to 
launch a Burma offensive that would reopen a land route from India to China 
that would bring in enough supplies to equip thirty rearmed, retrained, and 
American-supervised Chinese army divisions. Stilwell then intended to lead 
“his” Chinese army in a broad offensive against the Japanese in China.

Chiang agreed to take the aid, but not at the price of losing control over 
Nationalist troops. Like other aspects of the Nationalist regime, the army rep-
resented many factions whose loyalty to Chiang depended upon his ability to 
punish and reward commanders through the distribution of military supplies. 
If Stillwell became their quartermaster, they would owe him, not Chiang, 
their loyalty. As a result, Chiang devoted himself to blocking all Stilwell’s 
reform efforts.

Still, China had to do something to warrant American aid and this made 
the prospect of an air campaign under General Claire Chennault attractive 
to Chiang. Chennault had worked as an adviser to Chiang since the late-
1930s. Between 1942 and 1944 he lobbied Roosevelt to support the build up 
of a large American air force in China. This would involve committing most 
of the tonnage flown in over the Hump to the air force and the remainder 
to Chiang. Little would be left for Stilwell’s army reform plan or Burma 
campaign. With Chennault’s projected air force attacking Japanese troops 
and shipping, China would appear to be carrying its weight in the alliance. 
Meanwhile, Nationalist troops would accumulate weapons for the coming 
conflict with the Communists. Although nearly all experienced American 
military personnel and diplomats in China faulted this strategy, it caught 
Roosevelt’s attention because Chiang pushed for it and it won endorsement 
from several formal and informal boosters whom Roosevelt admired, includ-
ing Lauchlin Currie and Joseph Alsop. Alsop, Roosevelt’s distant cousin, 
served as an aide to Chennault and had access to FDR via dispatches routed 
through Currie and Harry Hopkins.

Stilwell, who spoke dismissively of Chiang as “the Peanut,” fumed in his 
diary that “something must be done to clean out this stinking gang and put 
some real people at the head of things.” He meant, of course, the Chinese 
Communists who had told American diplomats in 1942 they would will-
ingly serve under Stilwell.16

Chiang and his inner circle began pressing for Stillwell’s recall as early as 
the summer of 1942. In July, T.V. Soong queried Army Chief of Staff General 
George C. Marshall whether Roosevelt would replace Stilwell and perhaps 
relinquish to the Chinese full control over Lend-Lease supplies. Marshall 
replied, in a message signed by the president, with so forceful a dissent that 
Soong watered down the response before sending it to Chiang.17

Anxious to preserve the semblance of unity in China, Roosevelt in July 
1942 sent Lauchlin Currie to China. The White House envoy hoped to 
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restore the patina of good will that surrounded his earlier visit. Snubbing 
Stilwell and Ambassador Gauss, Currie spent most of his time conferring 
with Chiang and reassuring him of the high esteem in which Roosevelt held 
him. Currie told Roosevelt that most of the difficulties in China stemmed 
from “personality” disputes between Chiang, Soong, Chennault, and 
Stilwell. These would eventually work themselves out. More important, in 
his judgment, was the fact, as he put it:

We have a unique opportunity to exert a profound influence on the devel-
opment of China and hence Asia. It appears to me to be profoundly in our 
national interest to give full support to the Generalissimo, both military and 
diplomatic. I do not think we need to lay down any conditions nor tie any 
strings to this support . . . we can rely on him so far as lies within his power to 
go in the direction of our wishes in prosecuting a vigorous war policy and in 
creating a modern, democratic and powerful state.18

Currie went on to link the survival of a pro-American Nationalist China 
to postcolonial nationalism elsewhere in Asia. Commenting on Ghandi’s 
rift with the British, Currie wrote to FDR from New Delhi that  moderate 
Indian nationalists deeply resented what they saw as American–British 
collusion to preserve colonialism. This misconception, Currie warned the 
president, “endangers your moral leadership in Asia and therefore America’s 
ability to exert its influence for acceptable and just settlement in postwar 
Asia.” Currie (who suggested himself as a possible replacement for Stilwell 
and Ambassador Gauss) had articulated nearly perfectly Roosevelt’s 
policy and his dream of a postcolonial Asia under moderate nationalist 
leadership.19

Partly because Currie’s views melded so closely with his own, Roosevelt 
rejected all efforts by Stilwell to force Chiang to place Nationalist 
troops under American command and to stop the flow of aid unless the 
Generalissimo complied. General Marshall, who enjoyed the confidence 
of both Stilwell and Roosevelt, played the unhappy role of buffer between 
them. The Army Chief of Staff (who sympathized with Stilwell but never 
undercut the president) believed that Roosevelt’s postwar vision drew him 
ineluctably toward supporting Chiang and with it Chennault’s almost mys-
tical belief in air power. (In eerie ways, this foreshadowed President Lyndon 
Johnson’s notion of holding South Vietnam by relying on air power.) No one 
in the War Department or perhaps even the White House, Marshall noted, 
necessarily believed that air power would defeat the Japanese or save China. 
But Chiang desperately sought a commitment to an air strategy to preserve 
his own political supremacy. “Since the Chinese wanted what Chennault 
wanted, and Roosevelt wanted to give the Chinese what they wanted, all 
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these things fit[ted] together very neatly and required no further presidential 
effort or analysis.”20

During 1942 and 1943, dissenting voices from the embassy in Chungking 
supported Stilwell’s case, but to little avail. Embassy Counselor John Carter 
Vincent depicted the Nationalists as a gaggle of selfish cliques “whose only 
common denominator and common objective is a desire to maintain the 
Kuomintang in control of the government.” China might still be saved, 
but only if the present leadership was swept aside by  “liberal reformers.”21 
According to John S. Service, a Foreign Service officer detailed to Stilwell’s 
staff, the United Front was “a thing of the past.” There was no longer a 
question of whether civil war could be avoided, but only “whether it 
can be delayed at least until a victory over Japan.” The certainty of U.S. 
 support, Service warned, encouraged reactionary terror by the KMT and 
might swing the CCP to the left, “beyond the moderate democracy . . . the 
Communists now claim to be seeking” and “toward friendship with 
Russia.”22 Service’s colleague, John P. Davies, reached similar conclusions. 
He urged the Roosevelt administration to accept the invitation extended 
by Zhou Enlai “for a small group of American officers to set up observer 
posts” in Communist base areas.23

Nevertheless, during most of 1943, continued British reluctance to sup-
port a ground offensive in Burma and Chiang’s mounting demands for an 
air offensive led by Chennault continued to sway Roosevelt. In passing along 
Chiang’s demands to the president, Marshall appended his own thoughts. A 
strategy premised on giving Chennault the planes and fuel to mount an air 
campaign against the Japanese in China, the army chief of staff wrote, made 
no military or political sense. It would have little effect on the Japanese but 
would give Chiang an exalted sense of his ability to manipulate American 
policy. Since Nationalist forces were unreliable, Chennault’s air bases could 
not be protected against an inevitable Japanese counterattack. If China were 
to make a real contribution to the war, a Burmese land supply route must be 
opened. The only way to do this was to follow Stilwell’s advice: put Chiang 
on a short tether, making all aid contingent on his giving Stilwell real con-
trol over a small Chinese force that would fight in Burma and authority to 
train and reform both Nationalist and possible Communist troops.

Roosevelt responded in March 1943, explaining his reluctance to adopt 
a “quid pro quo” approach to dealing with the Generalissimo. Using lan-
guage that resembled that of Lauchlin Currie and Henry Luce, the president 
declared that the United States and China were allies and both “great powers.” 
(Along these lines, in 1943 Roosevelt pushed Congress to abrogate America’s 
“unequal treaties” imposed on China in the nineteenth century and to revise 
the “Chinese Exclusion Act” to permit token immigration.) It would be coun-
terproductive to attempt to command Chiang, a man who had struggled to 
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become the “undisputed leader of 400,000,000 people” and who had created 
in China “what it took us a couple of centuries to attain.” Roosevelt would 
not “speak sternly to a man like that or exact commitments from him as we 
might do from the Sultan of Morocco.” Instead, FDR decided to back cre-
ation of an independent 14th Air Force of 500 planes under Chennault. To 
the relief of both Chiang and the British, and the consternation of Stilwell, a 
Burma campaign would stay on the back burner.24

Formal presidential commitment to backing the air strategy of Chiang 
and Chennault came in the wake of the Washington “Trident” Conference in 
May 1943. There, Roosevelt had interviewed both Stilwell and Chennault, 
seeking their take on Chinese politics and military strategy. Stilwell had 
prepared a sheaf of papers arguing that “China was on the verge of collapse.” 
But, he discovered, “nobody was interested in the humdrum work of build-
ing a ground force but me. Chennault promised to drive the Japs right out 
of China in six months, so why not give him the stuff to do it? It was the 
short cut to victory.”25

By the end of 1943, Roosevelt’s China policy faced additional challenges. 
The accelerating pace of the naval and ground war in the Pacific meant that 
long-range bombers operating from island airfields might soon be able to 
attack Japan proper. This, along with the likely prospect of Soviet assistance 
following Germany’s defeat, would reduce the need to rely upon China’s 
help against Japan. These issues, coupled with the still stalled Burma offen-
sive, were taken up at the Cairo and Teheran conferences held between 
November 22 and December 7, 1943. When, at Teheran, Stalin agreed to 
his ally’s request that the Soviet Union eventually fight Japan in return for 
certain “privileges” in Manchuria, Roosevelt recognized that the final stages 
of the Pacific War might simply pass China by.

At the bifurcated Cairo meetings attended by Chiang and Stilwell, those 
close to Roosevelt detected in him a changed attitude toward Chiang. At 
this stage, Churchill’s chronic opposition to a Burma offensive resurfaced. 
Although Chiang seemed more willing than before to fight, he again 
demanded huge amounts of money and equipment before moving. The 
Generalissimo’s grandiose sense of himself, Lord Mountbatten recalled, drove 
the other allied political and military leaders at Cairo “absolutely mad.”26 This 
frustration became manifest when, in early 1944, Roosevelt and Morgenthau 
turned down flat Chiang’s demand for another $1 billion loan as the price 
for his continued cooperation. The president tacitly agreed with the Treasury 
Secretary’s description of Chiang as a “crook” who could “go jump in the 
Yangtze.” Ultimately, rather than call Chiang’s bluff about dropping out of 
the war, a smaller deal was made to provide additional financial aid.27

In a conversation with his son Elliott, the president said he had told 
Chiang to cooperate more closely with Stilwell and had broached the idea 
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of arming Communist troops and forming a “unity government” with the 
CCP. Elliott quoted his father as saying that Chiang might agree to these 
 suggestions, if Stalin promised to “protect the frontier in Manchuria.” Of 
course, at the Teheran conference and the subsequent February 1945 Yalta 
summit, Roosevelt did just the opposite, accepting Soviet demands for special 
privileges in northeast China in return for the Red Army fighting Japan.28

When Roosevelt and Hopkins met with Stillwell and John P. Davies at 
Cairo on December 6, the administration’s changed tone became evident. 
In response to Stilwell’s report about several plots in Chungking to topple 
Chiang, Hopkins ridiculed the Generalissimo’s grandiose pretensions. The 
United States, Hopkins asserted, would soon decide on China’s postwar role 
and frontiers, with little input from the Chiang. When Roosevelt joined the 
discussion, he hinted at an impending deal with Stalin over Manchuria and 
described his reluctance to give China much more aid.

Roosevelt responded to Davies warning about a coup by assuring the 
diplomat that Washington would support whoever stood “next in line” and 
was prepared to fight Japan. But before Stilwell and Davies had a chance to 
plumb the meaning of this remark, the president launched into a soliloquy 
about the impact of Christian missionaries and his grandfather’s role in the 
old China trade.29

Nevertheless, Stilwell found some measure of relief in Roosevelt’s appar-
ent coolness toward the strategies promoted by Chiang and Chennault. In 
fact, Colonel Frank Dorn, Stilwell’s deputy, reported that the general had a 
final, private and unrecorded talk with the president at Cairo in which FDR 
reportedly said he was “fed up with Chiang and his tantrums.” Stilwell, 
Dorn recalled, quoted Roosevelt as saying “in that Olympian manner of his, 
‘if you can’t get along with Chiang, and can’t replace him, get rid of him once 
and for all. You know what I mean, put in someone you can manage.’”

Dorn actually devised a scheme to sabotage Chiang’s aircraft while he 
flew on an inspection tour. However, authorization for the assassination 
never came. But the mere fact that FDR may have broached the idea, when 
combined with his other complaints at Cairo over Chiang’s poor perfor-
mance, and the efforts to bring the Soviets into the war, suggests that the 
president had begun to retreat from his twin notions of China as a vital 
wartime and postwar ally.30

By the summer of 1944, the military balance in China had turned dra-
matically worse. As Stilwell and Marshall predicted, the Japanese army 
responded to Chennault’s air offensive by over running his airfields in a mas-
sive offensive codenamed ICHIGO. In the process, the Japanese occupied 
huge swaths of interior China they had previously bypassed. Several admin-
istration officials who had championed aid to China, including Morgenthau 
and Currie, now disparaged Chiang’s prospects. More than before, George 
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Marshall had Roosevelt’s ear on China policy. Roosevelt had little choice 
but to place more pressure on Chiang. He began by sending Vice President 
Henry Wallace to China, with a demand that the Generalissimo permit 
a group of U.S. military and diplomatic observers—the so-called Dixie 
Mission—to visit Yenan. FDR also insisted that Stilwell be given command 
of additional Chinese troops fighting in the small-scale Burma offensive 
that had recently begun.

In July, Marshall prevailed on Roosevelt to send Chiang a message berat-
ing him and Chennault for committing a chain of blunders. FDR signed the 
cable drafted by Marshall that spoke of China facing a “critical situation.” 
He demanded that Stilwell be given command of all American and Chinese 
forces in the theater. The “future of all Asia is at stake,” Roosevelt warned, 
and the time had come for Chiang to face reality.31

Chiang responded with a well-worn ploy: he promised to accept 
these stern demands once Roosevelt sent yet one more personal emis-
sary to buffer relations between himself and Stilwell. Chiang, of course, 
hoped to play the emissary off against Stilwell and buy time. Roosevelt 
 inadvertently made the Generalissimo’s task simpler by delegating the 
task to Patrick J. Hurley, a f lamboyant Republican who had served as 
Hoover’s Secretary of War. Hurley, a handsome buffoon, had undertaken 
an earlier brief presidential mission to China and had gotten on relatively 
smoothly with Stilwell. Perhaps, as Roosevelt told an aide, Hurley’s blunt, 
undiplomatic style was tailored to this situation. To reassure Stilwell, 
Hopkins told John P. Davies that Roosevelt was completely fed up with 
Chiang and wanted Stilwell to assume command over “both the central 
government’s and the Communists’ troops.”32 Once again, the president 
seemed to send mixed messages about his goals in China and the ways he 
hoped to accomplish them.

Roosevelt’s selection of Hurley, a Republican, as his China emissary may 
have been intended as smart domestic politics, but it had awful ramifica-
tions at home and abroad. Hurley received minimal instructions from the 
president. He began his trip to China by conferring with Soviet Foreign 
Minister Molotov in Moscow and extracting from him a promise not to aid 
the Chinese Communists. This, Hurley explained later, gave him leverage 
against the CCP.

By the time Hurley reached Chungking, the Burma offensive had stalled, 
the Japanese offensive in East China had gathered steam, and Chiang still 
balked at giving Stilwell command power. At the Quebec summit confer-
ence in mid-September 1944, Roosevelt and Churchill bickered over colo-
nial issues. The British leader demanded that the president “leave his Indians 
alone.” In return, Britain would “leave the President’s Chinese alone.” At 
dinner Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt spoke of their growing doubt over 
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China’s stability and complained about the “pretensions and extravagances” 
of Chiang’s entourage.33

Amidst these tensions, on September 16, FDR received Stilwell’s plea 
that the president deliver an ultimatum to Chiang. Marshall’s staff drafted a 
message, approved by Roosevelt, stating that unless Stilwell received imme-
diate command over Chinese forces, all U.S. aid would cease. Blaming 
Chiang for courting “catastrophic consequences,” the ultimatum declared 
that it was “evident to all of us here . . . that all your and our efforts to save 
China are to be lost by further delays.” Stilwell delivered this ultimatum to 
Chiang in person on September 19, interrupting a private meeting between 
the Generalissimo and Hurley. Believing he now had Roosevelt’s full sup-
port, Stilwell wrote in his diary how the “harpoon had hit the little bugger 
right in the solar plexus and went right through him.” Finally, Stilwell could 
“play the avenging angel.”34

For all his joy in having “wrecked the Peanut’s face,” and even as he made 
plans to visit Communist forces in Yenan, Stilwell had achieved a Pyrrhic 
victory. During September and October, Hurley colluded with Chiang 
to engineer the general’s recall. The emissary endorsed and forwarded to 
Roosevelt on September 24 Chiang’s refusal to turn over command of 
Chinese forces. Hurley supported Chiang’s contention that Stilwell had 
become the major impediment to the war effort in China. Therefore, only 
his replacement could set things right. By October 10, Hurley had informed 
the president that Chiang and Stilwell were “fundamentally incompatible.” 
Roosevelt had to choose between the two. There is, Hurley claimed, “no 
other issue between you and Chiang Kai-shek.” If “you sustain Stilwell,” the 
special emissary warned, “you will loose Chiang Kai-shek and possibly you 
will lose China with him . . .”35

Stilwell countered this assertion in a September 26 message to Marshall 
that argued “it is not a choice between throwing me out or losing CKS 
[Chiang] and possibly China.” Rather, Chiang believed he could get away 
with throwing onto American shoulders the entire burden of fighting Japan 
while still collecting military and financial aid. The only hope for winning 
China’s military assistance in the current war and for assuring its stability 
and friendship in the future was to be “very firm.”36

Despite this plea to the president, Hurley had raised the insidious term 
“the loss of China,” a phrase that would haunt Democrats from the late-1940s 
through the 1960s. Roosevelt shuddered over the prospect of a military–
political collapse in China. Facing an unprecedented fourth term election 
in less than a month, he recoiled from appearing to break apart the Grand 
Alliance and abandon a “great power.” For FDR, the choice between a quar-
relsome general and the “indispensable” leader of 400,000,000 allies seemed 
obvious. If nothing else, dispensing with Stilwell and appeasing Chiang 
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might buy some time—time for the Soviets to commit to  fighting Japan, 
time to gauge the effects of the massive bombing of Japan from Pacific bases 
that was about to begin, time, perhaps, for the yet-to-be tested atomic bomb 
to come into play.

On October 18, 1944, FDR made the expedient decision to pull Stilwell 
out of China. Roosevelt divided and downgraded the China–Burma–India 
Theater and placed General Albert Wedemeyer (a man Stilwell derided 
as “the world’s most pompous prick”) in charge solely of American forces 
within China, dropping any demand for U.S. control over Chinese troops. 
Thoroughly disillusioned by the president’s actions, Ambassador Gauss 
resigned in sympathy with Stilwell. Roosevelt soon appointed Hurley as 
ambassador, placing him in a position to further control the flow of infor-
mation between Chungking and Washington.

When Stilwell reached Washington late in October, Marshall and 
Stimson made clear he was to be kept “out of the way and muzzled until after 
the elections.” Stimson, who complained that Roosevelt could not discuss 
the situation rationally, believed that Stilwell had been treated shabbily and 
America ill-served by his recall. Nevertheless, the priority now had become 
“to keep him out of the reach of all newsmen and not give them an opportu-
nity to catch and distort any unwary word just before [the] election.”37

In the wake of the command crisis, U.S. policy in China appeared to 
veer in two contrary directions. On one hand, the American Foreign Service 
officers and military personnel associated with the Dixie Mission became 
even more certain that U.S. interests in China and East Asia required closer 
political and military cooperation with the Chinese Communists. Yet the 
two ranking American officials in China, Hurley and Wedemeyer, moved to 
back Chiang more forcefully. They barred any talk of military cooperation 
with the CCP, endorsed KMT efforts to force the Communists to submit 
to Chiang’s authority, and presided over a purge of nearly all embassy and 
military staff who questioned these efforts.

At the same time, however, China’s military significance diminished 
appreciably. The accelerating advance by naval and army forces in the Pacific 
brought Japan within easy range of American air and naval attack. At the Yalta 
Conference in February 1945, Roosevelt secured Stalin’s promise to enter the 
Pacific War within three months of Germany’s impending defeat. Finally, the 
progress made in Los Alamos, New Mexico, in developing the atomic bomb 
provided an “ace in the hole” that Roosevelt and, eventually, Harry Truman, 
could utilize to press Japan’s surrender while limiting the need for Soviet assis-
tance in the final stages of the war. These developments, along with the grow-
ing chaos in China, rendered China a diminishing factor in the war.

By early 1945, the Chinese Communists recognized that diminished 
American interest in China bode ill for them as well as the Nationalists. 
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Roosevelt had replaced a sympathetic American military commander and 
ambassador with two completely hostile officials. Soviet officials showed 
little interest in assisting the CCP and had assured inquiring Americans that 
they supported Chiang. Meanwhile, it was clear that the KMT intended to 
force the CCP to effectively disband or face civil war. Mao responded to 
domestic and foreign pressure by launching a purge of both liberal and pro-
Soviet elements within the CCP. Determined to bolster his own authority, 
the CCP leader also recognized the importance of seeking some measure of 
U.S. support, if only to forestall a Nationalist attack and hedge his ties to 
the Soviet Union.

Americans attached to the Dixie Mission in Yenan recognized Mao’s 
revolutionary and nationalist fervor, as well as his determination to restore 
China’s place as a “great power.” By and large, these diplomats and intel-
ligence officers believed that adroit diplomacy could steer the CCP at least 
partly away from Stalin’s embrace. If, as seemed possible, the Communists 
eventually took power, their interests and those of the United States might be 
more parallel than contradictory. John S. Service, John P. Davies, Raymond 
Ludden, and other Foreign Service officers urged interim U.S. support for a 
true coalition government that would at least postpone civil war and demon-
strate to Mao American evenhandedness. In all likelihood, the United States 
could not save the Nationalist regime. It might, however, mitigate conflict 
with a Communist successor government.38

On November 7, 1944, shortly after Stilwell’s recall, now Ambassador 
Hurley paid an unannounced visit to Yenan. In a hastily arranged meet-
ing with Mao and Chou (who Hurley privately ridiculed as “Moose Dung” 
and “Joe N. Lie”; they returned the insult, calling him “Big Wind” and “the 
Clown.”), the ambassador signed a “Five Point Agreement” to create a coalition 
government and army that recognized the equality of both parties and would 
distribute American aid to both the CCP and KMT. The terms pleased the 
Communist leaders and their American sympathizers. But when Chou accom-
panied Hurley to Chungking, he discovered that the ambassador had engaged 
in a “bait-and-switch” deception. Instead of a coalition of equals, Chiang and 
Hurley rewrote the terms, insisting that the CCP submit itself, militarily and 
politically, to KMT control. In return, the Communists would receive token 
representation in government. By early December the talks collapsed, and Mao 
and Hurley accused each other of betrayal. Hurley, who naively expected the 
CCP to capitulate, blamed the impasse on pro-communist elements among 
the embassy staff. He then began a purge that eventually forced out of China 
nearly all the foreign service officers with real expertise.39

As they lost contact with the Americans most sympathetic to them, 
the Chinese Communist leadership made a bold but futile effort to break 
Hurley’s grip. On January 9, 1945, Mao and Chou asked OSS officers 
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serving with the Dixie Mission to forward a secret message to Washington. 
The two party leaders proposed to fly to Washington, if Roosevelt would 
receive them, as a delegation from a “primary Chinese party.” They hoped 
to persuade Roosevelt of their desire to cooperate with American goals and 
to explain the muddle Hurley had made.40

The secret offer set in motion a disastrous train of events for the 
 communists and their American sympathizers. Hurley learned of the 
 message, probably from an anticommunist communications officer on 
the Dixie team, who made sure that Wedemeyer and Hurley saw it. 
The ambassador promptly warned Roosevelt against responding to the 
Communist message. He repeated his contention that all problems in 
China stemmed from collusion between the CCP and disloyal Americans. 
China, Hurley insisted, could only be saved by forcing Mao to submit to 
Nationalist rule and by purging disloyal Americans. Then he, Hurley, would 
easily mediate a settlement. In a sense, this was a replay of the crisis between 
Stilwell and Chiang, with Hurley presenting himself as the solution.41

Weighed down by a thousand problems and hopeful that a deal with 
Stalin at Yalta might assure Japan’s defeat, Roosevelt accepted Hurley’s advice. 
He even considered sending Chiang a formal apology for the action of the 
OSS officers in Yenan who had agreed to convey the Communist proposal. 
Roosevelt instructed Marshall and Stimson to bar any future unauthorized 
contact between Army, OSS, and Communist officials in China. In effect, he 
implicitly sanctioned moves by Hurley and General Wedemeyer to impose a 
gag order on all critical reporting.42

In Chungking, Wedemeyer ordered all American military personnel to 
“support the existing Chinese government.” No aid, support, or encourage-
ment was to be given to any “elements” without Chiang’s approval, “whether 
or not the decision seemed wise.” Hurley imposed a similar orthodoxy on 
embassy personnel, demanding that he be given all political cables for review 
before they were dispatched. Solomon Adler, a Treasury Department repre-
sentative in Chungking, continued to send critical reports to Morgenthau. 
But the Treasury Secretary’s interest in China had waned as he devoted his 
energy to influencing German Occupation policy.

By February 1945, Roosevelt must have realized that his dream of foster-
ing a “powerful, united and pro-American China” had turned into a night-
mare. Not only would China play little role in defeating Japan, but it seemed 
likely to become a postwar disaster. Rather than serving as a stabilizing 
“fourth policeman” in Asia, it seemed about to descend into a civil war that 
might well draw both the Soviets and Americans into conflict. The only real 
alternative to this scenario was making a deal with Stalin at Yalta.

Unlike their tense negotiations over the fate of Germany and Eastern 
Europe, Roosevelt, Stalin, and even Churchill found common ground on 
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Asian issues. To the relief of U.S. military planners, Stalin confirmed his 
intention of invading Manchuria three months after Germany’s defeat. He 
also pledged to support the Chinese Nationalist regime and not to aid or 
encourage CCP rebellion. In return, the Soviet dictator demanded control 
over two major ports and two railroad lines in Manchuria, as well as contin-
ued control over Outer Mongolia. Roosevelt and most of his aides considered 
this a reasonable price to pay for Soviet assistance in the war against Japan.

The so-called Yalta Far Eastern Agreement, concluded on February 11, 
1945, remained secret until the following summer, although many details 
leaked out quickly. Both Chiang and Mao resented its terms, deeming it 
one more “unequal treaty” that sacrificed Chinese sovereignty on behalf of 
foreign powers. The Communists were stunned by Stalin’s willingness to 
sign a friendship treaty with Chiang that cut them adrift. Roosevelt’s actions 
at Yalta demonstrated how little faith he retained in either Chinese faction. 
He hoped, instead, to stabilize East Asia through a Soviet–American deal in 
China and an American-dominated occupation of Japan. FDR, like Stalin, 
probably saw the Yalta strategy as a way to buy time. The deal might push 
the Communists into reaching a compromise with the Nationalists, since 
they could turn neither to Moscow nor Washington for support. Chiang 
would also be constrained by the fact that he survived in large part on tacit 
support from the United States and Soviet Union. In spite of these assump-
tions, Chiang’s rigidity and Mao’s independent streak played havoc with 
great power diplomacy.43

In the wake of the Yalta meeting, Hurley and Wedemeyer returned to 
Washington for consultations. While the ambassador was en route, the 
embassy staff rose in revolt, sending a collective warning to the Department 
of State. On February 28, 1945, every political officer signed onto a cable sent 
to the State Department over the signature of charge George Atcheson. The 
message condemned Hurley for compromising any chance of peace and unity 
in China. The only hope for averting civil war, they collectively declared, 
was for the United States to compel Chiang to share power with the CCP. 
This, they warned, might be a last chance to influence the Communists 
who would otherwise “seek Russian aid or intervention.” Treasury attaché 
Adler concurred in a separate message. America’s future in China, he cau-
tioned, “should not be left in the hands of a bungler like Hurley.”44

Mao fell back upon one of his few remaining American contacts in 
an effort to persuade the Roosevelt administration to change course. In 
March 1945, John S. Service had returned to Yenan with the Dixie Mission 
after a lengthy visit to Washington. Mao described American policy as an 
“enigma.” He still hoped it was not “fixed and unchangeable.” Why had 
Roosevelt wavered after his “good start?” Unless Washington was willing 
to force Chiang into creating a true coalition, “all that America has been 
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working for will be lost,” Mao warned. There was “no such thing as America 
not interfering in China,” the Communist leader declared. “You are here, 
as China’s greatest ally. The fact of your presence is tremendous.”45 Not 
surprisingly, on March 30, Hurley—still in Washington—ordered Service 
out of Yenan and, on April 4, out of China. The ambassador had decided 
that Service was the true author of the embassy staff ’s February 28 dispatch. 
Upon reading it he yelled: “I know who drafted that telegram: Service! I’ll 
get that son of a bitch if it’s the last thing I do!”46

During March and April, Hurley and Wedemeyer conferred with the joint 
chiefs of staff, the president, the state department leadership, and other high 
officials. They insisted that things were fine in China, except for the subver-
sive activities of certain embassy staff and OSS personnel. They dismissed 
the Communists as a waning force whose “rebellion” would be quashed by 
“comparatively small [U.S.] assistance to Chiang’s central government.” 
Wedemeyer predicted a quick KMT victory in case of civil war.47

It is uncertain what Roosevelt knew or understood of these activi-
ties. Although he met privately with both Hurley and Wedemeyer, no 
 substantive account of their discussions has surfaced. Wedemeyer recalled 
that Roosevelt spoke to him mostly about problems with the French in 
Indochina and said little about the political situation in China. Hurley’s 
two meetings with FDR in March remain shrouded in mystery. Admiral 
Leahy, in a second hand account, reported that Hurley complained to 
Roosevelt about the disloyalty of his subordinates who “ganged up on the 
new ambassador” because he came from “outside the foreign service.” Given 
the president’s impatience with many professional diplomats, and his past 
praise for Hurley’s irreverence, he may have been taken in by this claim. In 
any case, Roosevelt expressed confidence in his envoy and instructed him 
to return to China via London and Moscow where he was to seek renewed 
British and Soviet support for backing Chiang.48

The only suggestion that Roosevelt may have still thought in terms of a 
more nuanced policy appears in an account by Edgar Snow of a conversation 
he had with the president about six weeks before Roosevelt’s death. FDR 
expressed frustration with Chiang over his refusal to share power with the 
Communists. If the Generalissimo did not compromise, then he (FDR) was 
prepared to work through what he called “two governments” and might even 
cooperate militarily with Red forces in North China. However, Roosevelt 
then added he greatly looked forward to Hurley’s impending visit because 
he highly valued the ambassador’s viewpoint. This account hardly helps to 
ascertain Roosevelt’s deeper thoughts and understandings.49

Whatever hope remained for a change in policy evaporated on April 2. 
In a Washington press conference that followed a meeting with FDR, 
Hurley put on a virtuoso performance. He denied the Communists had ever 
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requested American aid or political recognition. He insisted that only minor 
differences separated the CCP and KMT. No justification existed for the 
Communists not to enter a KMT dominated coalition. Hurley concluded 
by lumping Mao together with various Chinese warlords. Less than two 
weeks later, Roosevelt died, leaving Hurley’s angry soliloquy as Roosevelt’s 
indirect but apparent last word on China.50

Hurley departed Washington shortly before Roosevelt’s death. He 
traveled to China by way of London and Moscow, eager to secure British 
and Soviet backing for his tough approach. Churchill, as usual, seemed 
miffed by anything any American had to say on the subject of China. 
He told Hurley that he had no respect for the “great American illusion” 
about China, or FDR’s intent to decolonize Asia. Hong Kong, he stressed, 
would be “eliminated from the British Empire only over my dead body.” 
Stalin proved more sympathetic, telling Hurley that he still favored a 
KMT led coalition and considered Chiang a “self less patriot.” Based on 
these words, Hurley cabled FDR that “Stalin agreed unqualifiedly to 
American policy in China.”51

Aftermath and Legacies

Roosevelt’s passing on April 12 left the United States’ China policy in a 
state of limbo. Japan’s imminent defeat seemed likely to trigger the full 
scale civil war Americans had long dreaded. In his first months as president, 
Harry Truman evinced little interest in Chinese politics as he focused on the 
questions of Soviet behavior in Eastern Europe and how to compel Japan’s 
surrender. Early in August, as Roosevelt had anticipated, the combined 
impact of the atomic bombs and the Soviet entry into the war compelled the 
emperor and the military hardliners around him to capitulate.52 Militarily, 
China had become yesterday’s news.

Japan’s surrender on August 15, however, brought no peace to China 
or respite for American policymakers. Almost immediately, Kuomintang, 
Chinese Communists, Soviet troops, and American Marines raced to 
seize vital ports, airfields, and rail lines in north China and Manchuria. 
Washington’s General Order # 1 instructed the two million or more Japanese 
troops in China-proper to surrender only to Chiang. (Those in Manchuria 
surrendered to the Soviet Red Army.) Truman and the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
approved plans devised by Hurley and Wedemeyer for American ships and 
planes to transport hundreds of thousands of Nationalist troops to coastal 
and north China so that they, rather than Communist forces, would take 
Japanese-held territory and weapons. But when these poorly led KMT forces 
faltered, almost 60,000 American marines were dispatched to north China 
to prevent CCP seizure of rail lines and ports.
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Despite substantial American efforts on his behalf, things went badly for 
Chiang in the autumn of 1945. As the fighting between Nationalist and 
Communist troops escalated, Truman and his advisers feared the worst: the 
Soviets might become entrenched in Manchuria and assist the CCP and then 
the Communists might seize the initiative over the Nationalists, drawing U.S. 
forces into the middle of the civil war, with Soviet armies nearby. To make 
matters even more complicated, all sides considered using some of the two 
million Japanese troops located in China in their competing effort to assert 
control. Truman initially expanded the American  military commitment to 
Chiang, hoping to block the CCP. But by November 1945, this had only suc-
ceeded in putting over 50,000 Marines in harms way with little likelihood 
they could stem the Communist tide in north China. Truman then resolved 
to cut his losses by reducing involvement. Turning back to Roosevelt’s game 
plan, Truman called on the warring Chinese factions to accept American 
mediation as a way of heading off civil war and limiting Soviet penetration.

Ambassador Hurley, then in Washington, feared once again he was 
about to be blamed for the chaos engulfing China. At a November 27 news 
conference, he condemned the “hydra-headed direction” of China policy, 
which he again attributed to State Department officers who “sided with 
the Communist armed party . . . against American policy.” His wild charges 
prompted a brief Senate investigation that, in retrospect, resembled a dry 
run of Senator Joseph McCarthy’s later accusations of “who lost China?”53

The same day that Hurley resigned, Truman asked retired Army Chief 
of Staff George C. Marshall to go to China as his personal representative 
in an effort to avert civil war. The appointment of Marshall, who enjoyed 
immense respect, muted Hurley’s reckless allegations. During 1946, 
Marshall arranged the mutual withdrawal of Soviet forces from Manchuria 
and American marines from north China. But he had no more success than 
previous American emissaries in resolving China’s underlying crisis.54

Around the time Marshall left for China at the end of 1945, Henry Luce 
placed Chiang’s portrait for a record sixth time on the cover of Time maga-
zine. An accompanying editorial in Life argued that “the safest thing” for 
America was to “rededicate our wartime alliance with China and its govern-
ment.” Luce dismissed those who questioned the integrity and leadership 
of America’s wartime ally. The Generalissimo and those around him, Luce 
argued, were “man for man” as “able and as liberal as Truman’s cabinet.”55

Truman had, in fact, instructed Marshall that no matter what hap-
pened, the United States would provide “at least indirect support of Chiang 
Kai-shek’s activities against dissident forces in China.” If the Communists 
balked at making “reasonable concessions,” Marshall could assist Chiang’s 
efforts to move and equip his forces. But even if the Communists behaved 
reasonably and Chiang blocked a compromise, the United States would not 
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abandon him because America could no accept a “divided China” or the 
“resumption of Russian power in Manchuria.” As Marshall rued, no matter 
what the Nationalist regime did, Washington “would have to swallow its 
pride and much of its policy” and continue to support the Kuomintang.56

By early 1947, when a despondent Marshall abandoned his peace effort 
and came home to become secretary of state, full scale civil war had erupted. 
Yet, despite earlier intentions of standing by Chiang, the Truman adminis-
tration avoided direct intervention. Instead, it shifted priorities to rebuild-
ing Germany and Japan, the “two great workshops of Europe and Asia,” in 
Dean Acheson’s phrase, as barriers to Soviet expansion.

For a decade before the Chinese Communist victory in 1949, the American 
public had heard political and cultural leaders from Franklin Roosevelt to 
Henry Luce describe China as a “great power” whose fate was linked to both 
control of Asia and America’s global security. After 1949, many Republicans 
and some conservative Democrats condemned Roosevelt and Truman for 
engineering this dire “loss.” Like the State Department’s “China Hands” 
who were punished for accurately reporting what they saw and predicting 
the course of China’s revolution, FDR, Truman, and the professional for-
eign service officers who served them, paid a heavy price for their exertions 
on China’s behalf. Throughout the 1950s and well into the 1960s, echoes 
of the “who lost China” debate weighed heavily on the minds of Americans 
concerned with foreign affairs. Both Presidents John F. Kennedy and, espe-
cially, Lyndon B. Johnson referred frequently to the political consequences 
suffered by Democrats for the “loss of China” and explained their decisions 
to defend South Vietnam largely in these terms.57

Yet, in spite of the bitter recriminations and fear of Maoist China from 
1949 to 1969, Roosevelt’s long-term vision of China as a Great Power and 
a potential buffer against Soviet expansion retained an underlying salience. 
Ironically, it would be Richard Nixon, an early cheerleader and beneficiary of 
the “Who Lost China” campaign, who eventually implemented an updated 
version of Roosevelt’s China policy. Shortly after taking office as president 
in 1969, Nixon, along with his National Security adviser Henry Kissinger, 
envisioned Mao’s China as a new pivot to American policy in Asia. By culti-
vating a relationship with China, the United States could develop a counter-
balance to an expansionist Soviet Union and an increasingly economically 
competitive Japan. Improved ties with China might also put pressure on 
Hanoi to negotiate a face-saving American exit from Vietnam. Ultimately, 
in the wake of an impending American exit from Southeast Asia, an alliance 
with the People’s Republic of China would stabilize the region and encour-
age China to act as an American surrogate.

The Maoist leadership, weakened by ideological excesses, wary of an increas-
ingly assertive Japan, and terrified that border skirmishes with the Soviet Union 
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in August 1969 might trigger a major war, looked upon cooperation with the 
United States as its only path to security. Nixon, who saw himself as the con-
summate strategic realist, was prepared to abandon his old friend on Taiwan, 
Chiang Kai-shek, in a heartbeat in order to seal a deal with Mao.

Whether Nixon and Kissinger realized it or not, the evolving relationship 
they forged with China between 1969 and 1974 resembled in some ways the 
one Roosevelt had hoped would emerge after World War II. Kissinger, hardly 
a New Deal acolyte, conveyed his belief to President Nixon that the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC), though communist, had become America’s “tacit 
ally” in the Cold War. It was “extraordinary,” Kissinger reported following 
secret talks with Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai, that amongst all nations “with 
the possible exception of the United Kingdom, the PRC might well be closest 
to us in its global perceptions.” As Roosevelt had remarked a quarter cen-
tury earlier to skeptical British officials, China, with its vast population and 
potential, would be “very useful twenty-five years hence,” even if it “cannot 
contribute much military or naval support for the moment.” In a belated affir-
mation of Harry Hopkins’ prediction that “in any serious conflict of policy 
with Russia,” China “would line up on our side,” the Chinese Communist 
leader Mao eventually did just that, confirming, whether or not he recognized 
it, part of Roosevelt’s strategic vision for a new world balance of power.58
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C h a p t e r  7

FDR and the New 
Economic Order
Randall B. Woods

Although planning for the postwar world began even before the 
United States officially entered the conflict, the Roosevelt administration’s 
thinking on security matters remained in flux throughout World War II. 
In matters of international economics, however, FDR and his advisers were 
more consistent. Following his brief f lirtation with economic nationalism 
at the World Economic Conference in London, the president began gravi-
tating toward an international trade regime characterized by cooperation 
and reciprocity. In supporting the Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act of 
1934 (RTAA), FDR endorsed a mechanism that had the potential for low-
ering trade barriers by shifting responsibility for setting the foreign trade 
agenda from Congress to the executive and authorizing negotiations for 
reciprocal tariff reductions. Strong political opposition to the trade agree-
ments program and the need for congressional renewal every three years 
led the administration to act cautiously in reducing duties on goods that 
competed seriously with domestic products.1 Yet RTAA was a significant 
innovation. During the nineteenth century tariff rates had been a matter 
for domestic interest groups to resolve. In passing the trade agreements act, 
Congress and the administration recognized that tariffs against American 
goods were related to tariffs against foreign goods. More important, out of 
the RTAA kernel would develop a comprehensive program for creating a 
truly interdependent world economy.

Ever sensitive to the mood of the American people, a mood that grew 
increasingly conservative during the course of the war, FDR searched for 
a mechanism that would prevent widespread unemployment in the United 
States, promote international understanding and prosperity, and deflect 
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charges from conservatives that he was taking the United States further 
down the road toward state socialism. The economic policymakers in the 
State Department, some of whom had cut their teeth on the reciprocal trade 
agreement legislation, stepped forward with an answer—multilateralism.2

The concept was rooted in the free trade ideas of Cordell Hull. The secretary 
of state, seventy years old in 1941, was the embodiment of old fashioned south-
ern progressivism. As congressman and then senator from Tennessee, Hull had 
railed against the malfeasances of Wall Street financiers and  industrialists who 
had fashioned monopolies and erected tariff barriers designed to enrich them-
selves and exploit farmers and workers. Hull and Roosevelt had met during 
the Wilson years, and FDR cultivated the Tennessean throughout the 1920s. 
Because Hull supported him at Chicago in 1932, and because he represented 
two great constituencies—Congress and the South—FDR asked him in 1933 
to be his secretary of state, a post Hull would retain until his retirement in 1944.3 
Hull’s stock-in-trade as America’s chief diplomat was, of course, commercial 
liberalism. Trade barriers—particularly the tariff—retarded  production, raised 
prices, created inefficiency, held down living standards, and thus bred hostil-
ity among nations. “Economic Wars,” he told the House of Representatives 
in September 1918, “are but the germs of real wars.” He would certainly have 
agreed with Richard Cobden, the spiritual leader of the nineteenth-century 
British free traders, who claimed to see “in the Free Trade principle that which 
shall act on the moral world as the principle of gravitation in the universe—
drawing men together, thrusting aside the antagonisms of race and creed, and 
language, and uniting us in the eternal bonds of peace.”4

Hull himself was something of a simpleminded visionary. Like his Populist 
forebears, the secretary of state chose to believe rather than understand, to 
put his faith in a few simple truths rather than to clutter his mind with price 
structures, demand curves, and demographic trends. It remained to Hull’s 
subordinates—Francis Sayre, Harry Hawkins, Henry Grady, Clair Wilcox, 
and Herbert Feis—to translate his simple obsession into reality.5 The pro-
gram advocated by the economic internationalists in the State Department 
rested on two cornerstones: nondiscrimination and a simultaneous lowering 
of all trade barriers. In their trade, tariff, and currency exchange policies, 
nations should not favor one member of the international community over 
another. Moreover, no exporter or importer, no matter what the person’s 
nationality, should have to contend with “artificial impediments.” That is, 
trade should be conducted purely on economic and not political grounds.

The multilateralists were reacting in part to contemporary developments 
in international economics. Bilateralism, the signing of exclusive trade 
agreements between two nations, was the norm in international commerce 
in the 1930s. The competition to build arsenals and control strategic min-
erals precluded any chance of a simultaneous reduction of trade barriers. 
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All of the great European powers signed bilateral pacts with their smaller 
neighbors and with developing nations in Latin America and East Asia, in 
which the trading partner was granted increased import quotas and a special 
low tariff rate in return for allowing the larger power to monopolize the 
imported product. In a fit of neo-mercantilism, each country, by raising tar-
iffs, imposing quota restrictions, negotiating preferential arrangements, uti-
lizing restrictive and discriminatory exchange controls, and subsidizing its 
exports, tried to take care of its own exporters and producers at the expense 
of those in other countries.6

Multilateralists maintained that competition among countries for the 
wealth of the world restricted trade, wasted resources, and bred war; compe-
tition between individuals and corporations based on price, product quality, 
and market demand bred efficiency and economic expansion, and raised 
living standards. As long as nations tried to protect infant industries and 
inefficient agricultural operations with artificial, “uneconomic” trade barri-
ers, the world would continue to be made up of relatively inefficient national 
economies or clusters of national economies.7 The multilateralists looked 
forward to the creation of a world market in which citizens of each region 
concentrated on producing the commodity that they could produce most 
cheaply and efficiently. This specialization, coupled with the elimination 
of trade barriers, would mean production and distribution of the greatest 
number of goods at the cheapest possible price.8

Domestic economic and political considerations aside, the Roosevelt 
administration recognized the importance to America of a stable, demo-
cratic, noncommunist, and non-fascist Europe. Because V-E Day would 
find America in possession of a large portion of the world’s industrial capac-
ity, and because much of Europe and Asia, ravaged by war, would be in 
desperate need of finished and semifinished products, multilateralism held 
out the promise not only of banishing unemployment from America but 
rehabilitating war-torn areas abroad and protecting liberal capitalism from a 
revived fascism on one hand and Soviet-style communism on the other.9

The Roosevelt White House was circumscribed in its policymaking and 
decision making, however, by the forces of nationalism, fiscal conservatism, 
and isolationism within Congress and the federal bureaucracy, and among 
the American people as a whole. As a result, multilateralists were forced to 
modify their programs and mechanisms until, at least in the short run, they 
threatened to become counterproductive.

For multilateralism to work, that is, for members of the trading commu-
nity to lower their barriers and end their controls over foreign exchange and 
still achieve a balance of payments and an ever-rising volume of trade, the 
United States would have to meet two conditions. First, Washington would 
have to provide adequate liquidity to its trading partners in the form of gold 



R a n d a l l  B .  W o o d s178

or dollars; second, it would have to agree to a horizontal tariff reduction 
tied to simultaneous reductions made by other countries.10 Because Great 
Britain was the second largest noncommunist trading nation in the world 
and operated a relatively closed empire trading bloc, it was the key, at least 
in foreign policy, to the realization of the Roosevelt administration’s multi-
lateral dreams.

In 1932, at the Ottawa Conference, the United Kingdom and other mem-
bers of the Commonwealth and Empire had formed a trading bloc within 
which member nations awarded each other’s exports preferential treatment. 
The drain on Britain’s financial and material resources caused by World 
War II compelled the Exchequer and Board of Trade to strengthen this bloc 
and generally to accelerate the trend toward governmental control of interna-
tional finance and foreign commerce. The War Cabinet authorized long-term 
bulk purchasing agreements with exporters of primary products, strictly lim-
ited imports from non-sterling area nations, and blocked sterling payments 
to members of the sterling area. In the latter mechanism, Britain acquired 
huge amounts of raw materials from India, Egypt, and other nations with 
which Britain traded regularly (and which, generally speaking, Britain had 
dominated politically and militarily). But it refused to make its sterling freely 
convertible into other currencies, like dollars, so that sterling bloc members 
might buy from third parties such as the United States. American policy-
makers perceived that if Britain used the leverage of these blocked sterling 
balances to maintain and strengthen its trading and monetary union into the 
postwar period, multilateralism would never come to pass.11

World War II and the deterioration of Britain’s overseas financial posi-
tion presented American multilateralists with a unique opportunity to bring 
down the walls of imperial preference and destroy the sterling area.12 During 
the two-year period from 1939 through 1941 when it stood virtually alone 
against the forces of international fascism, the United Kingdom exhausted 
its gold and dollar resources as it acquired the material and munitions with 
which to fight. Passage of the Lend-Lease Act in 1941 helped end the strain 
on British finances, but the Exchequer was never able to recover. By 1944 
British overseas indebtedness was increasing at a rate of $650 million a year, 
and as of July 1945 British gold and dollar resources stood at $1.8 billion, 
less than half the 1939 figure. (At this point the United States had accumu-
lated more than $21 billion in gold bullion at Fort Knox.) Britain’s external 
liabilities amounted to $13 billion, most of it in sterling owed to sterling area 
creditors but held in London in blocked balances. If the United Kingdom 
lowered its trade barriers without restoring a balance of trade and if it made 
sterling freely convertible, as multilateralism required, it would be drained 
of gold and dollars within the blinking of an eye. In order for His Majesty’s 
Government, whatever the party in control, to achieve a balance of trade 
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and payments, compete for overseas markets, and provide food, homes, 
and work to the common man, it would need massive economic assistance 
from the United States. American multilateralists recognized the urgency of 
Britain’s predicament and were determined to take full advantage of it.13

Meanwhile, Roosevelt and the multilateralists struggled to keep their 
own house in order. During World War II a battle raged within the admin-
istration between those who wanted to provide Britain with adequate 
liquidity in the form of lend-lease, loans, or credits, and those who did not. 
Presidential aide Harry Hopkins and his circle of advisors, a group of pro-
fessional economists in the federal bureaucracy, and liberal international-
ists such as Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace, advocated a generous 
foreign aid program for Great Britain on political, strategic, economic, and 
ideological grounds.14 In opposition was a coalition of conservative nation-
alists in Congress, bureaucratic imperialists in the United States Treasury, 
and, of course, special interests who believed that the object of foreign trade 
was to enrich America at the expense of the rest of the world, those who saw 
foreign aid as a first step to United States entanglement in European affairs, 
and after July 1945, those opposed to subsidizing a collectivist state.

Passage of the Lend-Lease Act in March 1941 marked the culmination of 
an effort by the federal executive to reassert itself in the area of foreign affairs. 
Isolationism, defined both as nonintervention into European affairs and pres-
ervation of congressional prerogatives in the area of formulating foreign pol-
icy, was driven into temporary eclipse. But the isolationists had no intention 
of allowing the Roosevelt administration and internationalism, which they 
equated with surrender of national sovereignty, executive control of foreign 
policy, and increasingly, distribution of the nation’s wealth among the less for-
tunate nations of the world, to go unchallenged. Republican leaders such as 
Arthur Vandenberg, Robert Taft, and Gerald Nye had opposed lend-lease in 
1941 because they believed that passage would lead directly to United States 
involvement in war. They could hardly take that position in 1943 when the 
measure came up for renewal; public opinion was overwhelmingly in favor of 
passage and Vandenberg made it clear that he and his colleagues would vote 
yea. It soon became apparent, however, that Republicans in Congress, in line 
with Vandenberg’s stated objective of holding the administration to “strict 
accountability” for implementation of lend-lease, intended to scrutinize and 
seek justification for every provision. Their hope, of course, was to weaken 
the executive’s power over administration of the program while strengthening 
that of Congress. Led by Hugh A. Butler of Nebraska, the Republicans began 
their drive in the Senate in January when they demanded a complete congres-
sional investigation of the aid program. Butler criticized it for being based 
on the “dole” and compared lend-lease to a global WPA (Works Progress 
Administration). He argued that it would eventually wreck the American 
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Treasury and contribute to the spread of communism.15 In the fall of 1943 
five members of the Senate Military Affairs Committee went to Europe to 
investigate lend-lease. Back from the battlefront, they reported to Congress 
that charges of widespread waste and mismanagement in the delivery of aid 
to the Allies, particularly the British, were true. The Senators accused Britain 
of using lend-lease supplies to win friends and influence people at the expense 
of the United States in such strategic areas as the oil-rich Middle East.16

In other ways and in other areas, Congress gave notice of the intention 
in 1943–1944 to guard the nation’s sovereignty and to prevent the establish-
ment of any kind of “international New Deal.” In July 1943 Vandenberg took 
to the floor of the Senate to demand that the proposed interallied agreement 
on a United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration be submitted 
to Congress as a treaty rather than consummated as an executive agreement 
as the White House intended. The president seemed “hell-bent,” declared 
Ohio Republican Robert Taft, on implementing a foreign economic policy 
through executive action without even consulting Congress.17 Earlier in the 
year Congress had gotten wind of the fact that British gold and dollar bal-
ances were rising. If London could accumulate reserves, asked congressman 
Frederick Smith of Ohio, why was lend-lease necessary? Could it be that the 
United Kingdom was once again exploiting its gullible cousins and convert-
ing wartime aid into cash?18

Thomas E. Dewey, the Republican presidential nominee, and his  foreign 
policy advisor, John Foster Dulles, promised the Roosevelt administra-
tion that their party would keep foreign affairs out of the 1944 election, 
but apparently economics and finance were not included. After warning a 
Lincoln’s Day banquet that the Democrats were in danger of being taken 
over by a group of “Nazi New Dealers” headed by “Vice-President Wallace 
and his fellow travelers,” GOP standard-bearer Alf Landon charged that the 
administration intended to use lend-lease for postwar relief and reconstruc-
tion. Roosevelt and his minions, he charged, were indulging in “mystical 
dreams” of raising the living standards of all the “heterogeneous” peoples of 
the world and at the expense of the American taxpayer.19

The parsimony so apparent among the nation’s politicians was an 
 accurate reflection of popular attitudes. A secret report prepared by Samuel 
Rosenman and his staff advised F.D.R. that recent surveys showed that the 
American people were almost twice as much interested in domestic affairs 
as international affairs. Two-thirds of those polled believed that the United 
States should not furnish aid to foreign countries if such aid would lower the 
standard of living in postwar America, and about half of those questioned 
believed that it would.20

American isolationism at times threatened to morph into a kind of mili-
tant unilateralism. Indeed, by 1944 a number of Britons had concluded that 
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all Americans were imperialists of one sort or another. Minister of State 
Richard Law, during a trip to New York and Washington in late 1942, was 
particularly struck with the revival of missionary diplomacy in the United 
States. There was, he reported, very much an attitude abroad in the land that 
America had something that the rest of the world needed—whether it knew 
it or not—and that it was America’s duty to export this commodity.21 Other 
British students of America claimed to see a more tangible sort of imperial-
ism emerging among conservative nationalists and, ironically, isolationists. 
Lord Halifax, British ambassador to the United States and his chief  political 
advisor, Ronald Campbell, warned as early as 1942 that such a group was 
forming around GOP presidential candidate Wendell Wilkie and Wall Street 
financiers such as Thomas Lamont and Bernard Baruch. Those men saw the 
world as a vast market for the American producer, industrialist, and trader, 
Halifax wrote. “They are believers in the American century, energetic tech-
nicians and businessmen filled with a romantic . . . self-confident economic 
imperialism, eager to convert the world to the American pattern.”22 “There 
are among the isolationists,” Campbell observed, “A type of people I can 
easily imagine proceeding from their isolationist reasoning to a stage where 
they will satisfy themselves that in order to isolate themselves properly the 
United States must rule the roost.”23

In tacit alliance with the nationalist-isolationists in Congress were 
Henry Morgenthau, Jr., and his subordinates in the United States Treasury. 
The Treasury, determined to protect the country from another depression 
and headed by aggressive bureaucratic imperialists, was determined to pre-
serve America’s monopoly on the world’s supply of gold and dollars made 
possible by the war and to take advantage of the nation’s superiority in 
money and material to establish an international financial system domi-
nated by the United States. As John Maynard Keynes was designing in 
the spring of 1942 an apparatus for international currency stabilization, 
the United States Treasury advanced its own plans for a stabilization fund 
and  international bank for reconstruction and development. The principal 
 difference between the Keynes plan and the American structures designed 
by Harry Dexter White was that the former aimed at securing British 
 financial independence while the latter was intended to ensure United 
States domination of international finance.24 That the Treasury’s primary 
motive was the transfer of world financial leadership from London to 
Washington became clear as Morgenthau and White labored throughout 
1943 and 1944 to hold British gold and dollar balances to a bare minimum. 
Needless to say, Treasury policy was immensely popular with nationalists 
in Congress, and F.D.R. supported not only Treasury’s drive to control 
a postwar monetary union but also its efforts to restrain the growth of 
Britain’s liquid reserves.25
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After seeing their gold and dollar holdings virtually wiped out by the 
middle of 1941, the British gradually rebuilt them until they reached 
$1.2 billion in July 1943. These reserves, as Lord Cherwell reported to Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill, were likely to reach $2 billion by fall 1944 as 
American troop concentrations in the United Kingdom increased and as 
these soldiers spent their wages.26 In January 1943 the president approved 
Treasury’s recommendation that the United States manipulate lend-lease 
aid so as to hold British balances between $600 million and $1 billion, and 
appointed a committee headed by Morgenthau to guide lend-lease policy 
to this end. When the British protested, the administration replied that it 
would be preferable to hold British reserves to the absolute minimum rather 
than for Congress to cut lend-lease.27

Washington’s campaign to establish U.S. hegemony in international 
finance reached its climax when delegates from the world’s chief trading 
nations assembled in New Hampshire in mid-1944 for the Bretton Woods 
Conference. Under the provisions of the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) Agreement signed at that meeting, each member country was obli-
gated to establish a par value for its currency fixed in terms of either gold or 
dollars, and to peg the exchange rate of its currency against other currencies 
within a range of 10 percent above or below that par value. To help govern-
ments deal with pressures on these exchange rates caused by fluctuations 
in their national economies, the conferees established a $10 billion pool of 
currencies from which members could borrow. Quotas originally assigned 
were the U.S., $2750 million; Britain, $1300 million; China, $550 million; 
and France, $430 million.28 Because representation on the governing board 
of the IMF was related directly to quotas, the United States, and specifically 
the U.S. Treasury, would determine policies of the Fund. American prepon-
derance on the governing board would ensure that dollars and gold would be 
sold only to finance current transactions and not to build up the gold/dollar 
reserves of other nations.29 It should be noted that although Morgenthau 
was motivated in part by personal and bureaucratic ambition, both he and 
the president wanted to protect Britain and multilateralism from economic 
nationalists in Congress.

The Bretton Woods gathering also created the International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) and assigned it a working capital 
of $9.1 billion. The total was to be subscribed by 44 nations with 10 percent 
paid in immediately and 10 percent on instant call. The United States even-
tually pledged $3 Billion and Britain $1.5 billion. Again, quotas determined 
representation on the governing board.30 Essentially the Bank was to be an 
underwriting and guaranteeing institution, which would supplement rather 
than supplant private international investment. After the war if the govern-
ments of Greece or Yugoslavia wanted to rebuild their railway systems or 
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restore bombed out port facilities, they could approach American or other 
institutions for a loan. The ensuing private loan would be guaranteed by 
both the Bank and the borrowing government.31

The Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act, first passed in 1934, was 
 scheduled to expire on June 30, 1945. Under RTAA the executive branch 
had the authority to lower tariff rates by as much as 50 percent in return for 
a comparable reduction on an American export to that country. According 
to the most-favored-nation principle, the reduced rates would apply to all 
items of the same class for countries with whom the United States had 
signed trade agreements. As required by law, the government gave advance 
public notice of its intention to negotiate each agreement and provided 
full opportunity through public hearings and other means for individuals 
and businesses to object. After the program began, Congress added the 
“peril point” provision that authorized the Tariff Commission to recom-
mend higher rates to the president if tariff rates in any case endangered the 
well-being of an American industry. The renewal legislation would extend 
the measure for three years and allow an additional 50 percent reduction of 
rates already negotiated.32

The RTAA was reenacted in 1945 by record margins in both houses with 
the vote cutting across partisan, geographic, and ideological lines. Robert Taft 
voted for it. So did a number of other conservative Republicans even though 
it was part of a broad program of action on the international economic front 
recommended by the State Department.33 That vote was made possible not by 
the conversion of economic nationalists and the guardians of special interests 
to the course of internationalism, but by the success of the multilateralists in 
convincing them that the trade legislation would not sacrifice America’s eco-
nomic interests, narrowly defined. Designed to placate neo-isolationists and 
economic nationalists, the renewed measure guaranteed national as opposed 
to international control of the tariff-making process. RTAA  provided for 
selective, item by item reductions, not across-the-board, percentage cuts 
dictated by a multilateral convention or authority.34 Moreover, the legisla-
tion contained a mechanism for the protection of domestic interests in every 
case—hearings coupled with the peril point provision.35 The key provision of 
executive control over national trade policy was retained, however.

Meanwhile, the administration continued its assault on Britain’s sterling 
empire. In the fall of 1944, Churchill, Roosevelt, and their advisers gathered 
in Canada to plan the last stages of the war and to discuss the shape of post-
war Europe. Topping Britain’s agenda at the Quebec meeting was a request 
for $7.0 billion in additional lend-lease aid for the second phase of World 
War II, the period between the end of the war in Europe and final victory 
over Japan. That aid was necessary in part to enable Britain to begin recon-
version of its economy to a civilian footing. If the nation could not start this 
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process in 1944, British economists warned, Britain would lose not only new 
markets to aggressive American exporters but old ones as well.36 Franklin 
Roosevelt came to Canada ready to grant the United Kingdom substantial 
aid, but he wanted much in return. Following extended  discussions, the 
Americans agreed to provide $3.5 million in munitions and $3.0 million 
in non-munitions aid following Germany’s surrender. Though not as much 
as Churchill had asked, this new injection of aid would permit at least par-
tial reconversion before war’s end. In return, Roosevelt required that the 
United Kingdom promise full cooperation in the final stages of the war 
in the Pacific. He also forced Churchill to initial the Morgenthau Plan, 
thus abandoning British schemes for the quick postwar rehabilitation of 
Germany. And, finally, Roosevelt made it clear that if Britain failed to ratify 
the Bretton Woods proposals and refused to abolish empire preferences, the 
promised lend-lease aid would be withheld.37

John Maynard Keynes, famed economist and wartime adviser to the 
British Treasury, was troubled by the course of Anglo-American commer-
cial and financial negotiations during 1944 and 1945. He understood the 
dangers inherent in the Bretton Woods structures: that they would strip 
war-weakened and developing nations, such as his own, of the protective 
devices necessary to preserve their markets and their currencies. Liquidity 
was the key to making any multilateral system work, and the Bretton Woods 
agreements did not provide that liquidity. Instead of protesting the IMF and 
IBRD, however, he acquiesced in their creation, even claimed them as his 
own and passionately recommended them to his government. He continued 
to believe that he could make the Americans see the light and that at the 
very least the United States would provide Great Britain, sure to be its prin-
cipal ally in the dangerous postwar world, with the capital necessary to get 
back to its feet and compete.38 He was wrong.

Less than a year after the close of the Bretton Woods Conference, the 
war in Europe was over. In July 1945 Britons elected a new government. 
Though they valued Churchill’s services as wartime leader, British voters 
believed that his and the Conservative party’s laissez-faire, free enterprise 
philosophy, rendered him unfit to preside over peacetime affairs.39 They 
chose instead to give the Labor Party under Clement Attlee a clear majority. 
Not surprisingly, Laborites, particularly the left wing headed by doctrinaire 
socialists Aneurin Bevan and Emmanuel Shinwell, were deeply suspicious 
of multilateralism, seeing in it a plot by American capitalists not only to 
ensure U.S. dominance of the international economic system but to defeat 
socialism in Britain as well.40 The moderate leaders of the party, Attlee and 
Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin, were not particularly enamored of the con-
cept either, but they were desperate that the United States not retreat into 
isolationism, once again leaving Britain alone to deal with economic chaos 
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and potential military aggression on the continent.41 Moreover, they, like 
Churchill, recognized that if the public’s demand for food, work, and homes 
was to be met, Britain would have to secure a large postwar loan from the 
United States.

Throughout the fall and winter of 1945, a team of British financial and 
commercial experts under Keynes, who remained in his post at Treasury, 
met in Washington with officials of the new Truman administration 
to work out details of a postwar credit. What Keynes and his colleagues 
wanted was a multibillion-dollar interest-free loan that could be used to 
jump-start the British economy. They promised to remove trade barriers and 
dismantle exchange controls, but not for at least five years, and then only 
if Britain showed a favorable balance of trade. What they in fact received 
in the financial agreement of 1946 was a $3.75 billion loan at an interest 
rate of 1.62  percent. In return for the credit, the Attlee government agreed 
to recommend to parliament passage of the Bretton Woods agreements 
and to accept the full obligations of the system within a year. Congress 
eventually approved the pact on July 15, 1946, and Britain was thus forced 
to accept full convertibility of sterling on current account in midsummer 
1947.42 Within six months of convertibility coming into force, British gold 
and  dollar reserves were exhausted; with bankruptcy staring it in the face, 
the Attlee government made plans for a severe austerity program at home 
and a strategic retrenchment abroad.

American multilateralists remained committed to their vision of freer 
world trade in the crucial period from 1944 to 1947. Their zeal to break up 
the sterling bloc and see empire preference abolished was in accordance with 
their free trade principles, but the strength of neo-isolationists and economic 
nationalists in the United States prevented them from providing Britain, its 
principal partner in the noncommunist trading world, with the time and 
capital to make the transition from one trading and financial regime to 
another.

It did not take long for the fruits of a flawed multilateralism to become 
apparent. Britain had available to it only three means to pay for its imported 
food and raw materials: money earned from services such as shipping and 
insurance, from foreign investments, and from manufactured exports. But 
the war had crippled the nation’s merchant marine and forced the liquidation 
of over half of its foreign investments. At war’s end many of Britain’s indus-
tries, particularly those engaged in production for export, were outmoded 
and capital poor. By December 1946, despite the American loan and a severe 
austerity program that included the rationing of bread, Britain had reached 
only its prewar level of production. At this point, nature chose to demonstrate 
its indifference to human suffering. The winter of 1946–1947 turned out to 
be one of the harshest in modern history. Temperatures dropped below zero, 
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and snow fell in record amounts paralyzing the transportation system. By 
February 1947 more than half the nation’s factories lay idle as the mining of 
coal came to a virtual standstill. World War II and the elements were even 
less kind to the rest of Europe. The vagaries of the weather hit continental 
Europe with the same severity it did Britain, just at a time when a yawning 
dollar gap was opening up: Europe, eager to import U.S. goods, as yet had 
no means to pay for them. The result was a deep economic crisis that threat-
ened to deliver the coup de grace to the still fragile social fabric of postwar 
Europe.43

Despite neo-isolationism and congressional parsimony, widespread sym-
pathy for Europe’s plight developed in the United States in 1946–1947. 
Accounts appeared in the New York Times and other nationally syndicated 
papers of ragged, starving children, teenaged prostitutes, and disintegrating 
families; such tales aroused the nation’s humanitarian instincts. A number 
of Americans were aware, moreover, that Europe had been their nation’s pri-
mary trading partner prior to the war and that an economically enfeebled 
Europe would retard America’s growth. Most important, there were those in 
the United States, particularly members of Congress and government officials, 
who believed America would have to come to Europe’s rescue to fend off the 
twin threats of Soviet imperialism and communist subversion. Indeed, the 
only reason that members of the conservative coalition—Southern Democrats 
and Republicans—had voted for the financial agreement of 1946 was that the 
State Department had justified it as necessary to strengthen Britain for the 
forthcoming struggle against the Soviet Union and the forces of international 
communism.44

By the spring of 1947 Congress and the American people had come 
grudgingly to support those in Washington who were arguing that modified 
multilateralism was not sufficient to achieve the reconstruction of Europe. 
Instead of continuing to press London and the other European capitals to 
participate in an international economic free-for-all with the United States, 
officials of the Truman administration set about helping the continent 
develop an integrated economy modeled on the internal American market. 
The system would eliminate internal trade barriers and monetary controls 
and lead to the creation of a European economy that could stand up ideo-
logically and physically to the threat posed by international communism 
and, not coincidentally, better compete with the United States.45

With the economic situation in Western Europe deteriorating daily and 
the popularity of the Italian and French Communist parties growing apace, 
Secretary of State George Marshall directed his staff to work out a program of 
aid. The fruits of their labor, subsequently known as the Marshall Plan, were 
made public in a commencement address the secretary delivered at Harvard 
University on June 5, 1947. In his speech, Marshall called upon Britain and 
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the nations of the continent to frame an integrated plan for Europe’s recovery 
and promised “friendly aid” to help bring that scheme to fruition. What 
emerged from the European–American dialogue that began in 1947 was an 
economic order that focused first on the rehabilitation of the national econo-
mies of Europe with limited moves toward European integration. The IBRD 
and the IMF were left to deal primarily with the developing world. As Alan 
Milward and others have pointed out, the $13.3 billion distributed under 
the Marshall Plan was necessary because multilateralism as modified by the 
Bretton Woods and Anglo-American financial agreements did not work.46

Nonetheless, Roosevelt, Hull and the multilateralists had laid the basis, 
intellectually and institutionally, for a system of freer if not free trade. 
FDR and his heirs in the Truman administration were constrained but not 
defeated by economic nationalism. The World Bank and IBRD have sur-
vived. Its policies have been criticized for emphasizing fiscal responsibil-
ity at the expense of social justice, but the Bank has played an important 
role in the development of third world economies.47 From 1946 through 
1948 at conferences in London, Geneva, and Havana the United States and 
the other major noncommunist trading nations hammered out the struc-
ture for an International Trade Organization (ITO). Like RTAA, the ITO 
was based on the twin principles of bilateral, reciprocal tariff negotiations 
and the most favored nation (MFN) principle granting to MFN nations 
the concessions subsequently negotiated in bilateral agreements. Congress, 
afraid of turning American trade policy over to an international organiza-
tion, balked at the ITO, but the multilateralists were able to fall back on the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade concluded in conjunction with 
the ITO. GATT in many respects represented the internationalization of 
RTAA. Under its terms, trading nations have been able to negotiate bilat-
eral, reciprocal tariff cuts and employ the MFN mechanism. At the same 
time, there are provisions that allow national maneuverability in economic 
planning, protection for import-sensitive industries, and protection against 
unfair trade practices.48 Roosevelt, Hull, and the multilateralists did surren-
der much in the short run, but the institutions and mechanisms that their 
leadership spawned have had much to do with the globalization that is such 
a conspicuous aspect of international economics today.
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FDR and the 
Struggle for a 
Postwar Civil 
Aviation Regime: 
Legacy or Loss?
Alan P. Dobson

As late as , American and British airlines were only allowed two 
 round-trip transatlantic flights a week. And the planes that they flew 
were not jumbo jets. British and American airlines certainly crisscross the 
Atlantic more frequently now carrying hordes of passengers, and in March 
2007 the EU and the United States reached agreement on the first stage of 
what is envisaged as a process leading to an Open Aviation Area (OAA) that 
will deliver a common airline market. This would allow airlines to operate 
largely free from politically required regulation and become just like any 
other commercial enterprise. According to one expert assessment, the OAA 
could increase annual transatlantic passenger numbers from 4 million to 
11 million: something of a contrast with the state of civil aviation affairs 
in 1946.1

In many ways the last half century has been the heyday of international 
commercial aviation, but such a development seemed unlikely in World 
War II. So, how did the airline industry get from a trickle of transatlantic 
passengers in 1946 to the current flood? What role did Roosevelt play in all 
this and what legacy for international civil aviation did he leave?
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Not Just Another Commercial 
Enterprise: Problems with Civil Aviation

Civil aviation has operated at the interface of economics and politics ever 
since the Convention Relating to the Regulation of International Air 
Navigation in Paris in 1919 asserted national sovereignty over air space. 
There have always been security, prestige, safety, and public service factors 
that have led to political interventions and regulation. Also, for many years 
commercial aviation was thought to be different from other economic activi-
ties in that economies of scale did not seem to apply. The result of all this 
was that aviation was stifled by regulations that insisted on national owner-
ship and control and restricted routes, rates, capacity, and the frequency 
of flights. Changing that system challenged British and American officials 
in World War II and ultimately Churchill and Roosevelt. It would be the 
United States and Britain that determined the postwar civil aviation regime, 
but unfortunately they had different interests and different ideas about how 
things should be.

Put simply, the problem was this: the Americans had advanced technol-
ogy passenger planes and successful airlines that the British did not have; 
the British had a system of worldwide bases and the United States did not. 
Before the war the United States already had 80 percent of the international 
airline market; then, during the war, it developed aeroplanes and airlines 
that would enable it to become even more dominant, provided the world 
market could be opened up for competitive commercial activity. The British 
were fearful that American airlines would sweep all others before them 
and so strove to reserve a substantial proportion of the world market for 
British airlines by politically negotiated agreements. Their key card in this 
game was their ability to exclude American airlines from operating freely to 
Britain and across the Empire, the Dominions, India, and client states.

From these conflicting interests arose two radically different strategies. 
The United States wanted a liberal and open regime that would allow U.S. 
commercial operations to flourish and they pursued this vision through seek-
ing an agreement to what became known as the five freedoms of the air. These 
allowed (1) innocent passage or overflight; (2) technical stop for repairs or 
refueling; (3 and 4) the rights to carry passengers to the bilateral partner and 
pick up passengers for the return flight; and (5), the right to pick up passengers 
from the bilateral partner’s country and carry them forward to a third-party 
destination. On the American side, while the majority supported this posi-
tion, they still favored regulation. One should not confuse their position with 
the later deregulation movement that arose in the States in the 1970s. During 
World War II, even the most radical U.S. policymakers favored both subsi-
dies when necessary to sustain important routes and provisions for the setting 
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of minimum rates. In contrast, the British wanted a strong  international 
 organization to regulate the industry, set rates and allocate market quotas and 
routes, and regulate capacity and frequencies. Effectively, there would be no 
competition and no domination by U.S. airlines.

Positions: Churchill 
and the British

Churchill was no stranger to aviation. In 1913 he took flying lessons for a 
while until prevailed upon that it was too dangerous. As First Lord of the 
Admiralty he supported the development of the Royal Naval Air Service and 
in the 1930s he was vigorous in his calls for expanding the RAF.2 During 
the war, as prime minister, worried by the prospect of America expanding its 
peacetime dominance of international aviation even further, ironically partly 
due to an Anglo-American agreement on division of labor that gave trans-
port aircraft development to America, he prioritized the needs of nation and 
Empire. He wanted to cooperate with the Americans but was also determined 
that British airlines would have a substantial slice of the market. British  anxiety 
was raised further in 1941 with Henry Luce’s talk of an American Century 
and then later in 1943 when Clare Booth Luce called for overwhelming U.S. 
power in the air and dubbed internationalist ideas of Eleanor Roosevelt and 
Vice President Henry Wallace as “globaloney.” American Century talk made 
very vivid the fear that America would monopolize commercial aviation as the 
only country capable of producing efficient, comfortable, long-range aircraft. 
One British government committee concluded: “the choice before the world 
lies between Americanization and internationalization. If this is correct, it is 
difficult to doubt that it is under the latter system that British interests will 
best be served.”3 Imperial communications had to be safeguarded and the 
British wanted a slice of the commercial aviation cake for themselves, and felt 
that it would be unfair if their war effort were to put them at a disadvantage in 
this field. And, like the Americans, they were highly sensitive to the intercon-
nections between civil aviation and military air power.4

Churchill hoped to strengthen the British position with the help of the 
Dominions, but Canada was far from being wedded to his strategy. In 
September 1943, shortly after the First Quebec Conference, Churchill had 
something of a confrontation with the then Canadian Ambassador to the 
United States, Lester Pearson. Pearson later recalled:

He faced me squarely, frowned, waved his cigar, and told me that . . . there was 
going to be an early Commonwealth discussion of civil aviation questions 
before we talked with other countries, whether Canadians wished to attend 
or not, or whether other powers (he really meant the United States) liked it or 
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not. . . . in working out their policies for an air transport fleet adequate to their 
needs and consistent with their resources, he felt sure that the Commonwealth 
could present a united front. Anyway, he said, with a final admonitory wagging 
of his cigar in my direction, they were going to try, with or without Canada.5

Unfortunately, from the British perspective there were three 
 outstanding difficulties with their internationalization strategy. The 
first was its practicality. When Deputy Prime Minister Clement Attlee 
suggested in the House of Commons that “internationalisation might 
be considered” for civil aviation, it provoked laughter.6 MPs seemingly 
agreed with Luce’s epithet “globaloney” for that kind of thing. The second 
 problem was that the British Dominions could not agree to full-blown 
internationalization, so there was little chance of foisting such a scheme on 
the Americans.7 The third problem directly related to the strength of the 
British position and was the exigency of Britain’s economic plight at the 
war’s end. This forced it to become a suitor to the United States for finan-
cial assistance. The piper’s payment came with requirements for several 
tunes to be played, including in the civil aviation theatre.

Positions: Roosevelt and the American

When asked: “What quality in your husband do you think was most 
 responsible for his success?” Eleanor Roosevelt responded:

His patience and his ability to look at things historically. By that I mean that 
his vision was not limited by the immediate situation, but he was able to see 
the background and the future of whatever was under consideration. When 
he made a decision he would patiently wait for the outcome; and if it was 
wrong or partially wrong, he had the patience to begin again.8

These views have resonance with how Franklin Roosevelt developed his 
vision for civil aviation and the way he dealt with problems that arose in 
trying to realize that vision.

In contrast to Churchill, Roosevelt was more liberated from terrestrial 
thinking and had a truly global vision. He wanted international competi-
tion, though in a controlled commercial regime. Roosevelt was as clear, if 
not clearer, in his own mind as Churchill about what he wanted for interna-
tional aviation, but he had to operate in a more fragmented and contentious 
environment, which warrants more detailed attention.

Aviation was little different in Roosevelt’s mind to other aspects of 
 commercial and human interaction. Where possible it should be allowed 
to operate freely, but abuses of the marketplace and national security would 
also have to be pragmatically taken into account. Roosevelt adhered to 
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the broad principles laid out in his famous four freedoms expressed in his 
annual message to Congress in January 1941: the freedoms of expression 
and religion and freedoms from want and fear. With Churchill at Placentia 
Bay, Newfoundland, in August 1941, he affirmed similar principles in the 
Atlantic Charter, which specifically called for freedom of the seas and non-
discriminatory access to trade and commerce. Time and again, whenever 
feasible, Roosevelt favored freedom. He successively supported: Cordell 
Hull’s Reciprocal Trade Agreements’ program and wartime plans for an 
International Trade Organization for the progressive reduction of tariffs and 
an end to discrimination; Henry Morgenthau’s and Harry Dexter White’s 
designs for freely convertible currencies, though stabilized through the IMF; 
and freedom of information. In preparatory talks for meetings with British 
Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden in March 1943, Roosevelt “talked a great 
deal on [the] . . . subject of a United Nations news service. He believed that 
there should be what he called ‘Free Ports of Information’ established at 
strategic points around the world, so that there would be no area wherein the 
people could be denied access by totalitarian censorship to the same news 
that was available to all other people.”9

In domestic civil aviation, Roosevelt’s inclination toward a free market 
was curbed by the need to nurture a viable, coherent, and safe industry that 
would service national needs as well as those of the travelling public. The 
regime, which emerged under the aegis of the Civil Aeronautics Board in 
1939, was tightly regulated, but this did not prevent Roosevelt from wishing 
to see a more open system that would allow the development of international 
routes and enable U.S. airlines to compete with their foreign counterparts. 
However, it did mean that new policy had to be formulated. Not only was 
the international system more of a challenge than the domestic because of 
the sovereign airspace of others, American policymakers would have to work 
out just how open and competitive they wanted the system to be and how 
far they could go in persuading other nations, and particularly the British, 
into accepting their proposals. Americans could not play this game alone. 
Without the willing collaboration of others, international traffic would be 
grounded. Things were not going to be easy, not only because of the external 
dimension and lack of a clear policy model to follow, but also because there 
were conflicting opinions among U.S. policymakers and a de facto monop-
oly on U.S. overseas routes held tenaciously by Juan Trippe’s Pan American 
World Airways (PAA). Breaking that monopoly would not be easy because 
Trippe had influential supporters in Congress and the U.S. government 
was beholden to PAA for opening up strategically important routes and for 
working to suppress German aviation influences in Latin America.10

Roosevelt abided by general principles, but often changed his ideas on 
specific policies to deal with difficult contingencies.11 He was preeminently 
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a practical man.12 Interestingly, with civil aviation, he was consistent in both 
the general and the particular, with a few notable exceptions, for example, 
his move away from initially favoring government control of airlines operat-
ing abroad.13 He consistently opposed PAA’s monopoly on overseas routes 
and favored competition, though moderated, by allocating different U.S. air-
lines to different operational regions. In April 1941, when American Export 
Lines attempted to obtain a license to operate a transatlantic service and 
break PAA’s monopoly, he observed that its success would bring “great ben-
efits to the nation, and that it is contrary to the public interest to continue 
indefinitely unrestricted monopoly in this field.”14 PAA was on notice of 
change to come. Three months later, Roosevelt emphasized the importance 
of international aviation policy when he argued that “neither . . . short term 
or [sic] long term policy should be neglected at this time.”15 In crafting poli-
cies Roosevelt drew on his gift of spatial awareness and sense of  globalism 
and was receptive to the internationalist ideas of Henry Wallace.16 In March 
1943 Wallace said:

The Atlantic Charter rightly includes freedom of the seas among its  cardinal 
principles. Freedom of the skies will be equally an asset of victory and a 
pledge of unity for essential international purposes. The two freedoms are 
in fact complementary. In both fields supremacy must be international. But 
freedom of the skies is a phrase that requires definition and application. How 
it is to be achieved and sustained is a problem that the interested nations are 
required to approach and to solve.17

Later in 1943 Roosevelt would also talk of freedom of the skies in an analo-
gous way to freedom of the sea. This was a dominant theme in his thinking, 
as Adolf A. Berle, assistant secretary of state and a key figure in the develop-
ment of U.S. wartime civil aviation policy, later recalled:

The President . . . had in mind the body of law brought into existence by Hugo 
Grotius’ famous essay on the freedom of the seas and hoped to transpose that 
doctrine into the field of air communication.18

Evidence of how advanced Roosevelt’s ideas had become by 1943 comes 
from comments from his old friend, Admiral Richard E. Byrd. In 1943 
Roosevelt asked Byrd to conduct a survey of Pacific islands to determine their 
civilian and military uses after the war. In April 1944 Byrd duly reported.

My study shows that you were right—that you were years ahead of all of 
us, even those concentrating on the overall aspects of post-war strategy and 
international air commerce. . . . I found that commerce and political military 
strategy will be inextricably entwined. . . .19
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Later analysis of the report indicated that civil aviation would be essential for 
the development of some strategic routes; it would provide a basis for rear-
mament and supplement military aircraft; it would help with intelligence 
gathering; and commercial bases overseas could be used to deny facilities to 
others.20 Roosevelt had a sure grasp of civil–military interrelationships and 
struck a nice balance between them, but even in such a sensitive strategic 
area as the Pacific, he wanted the maximum freedom possible for civil opera-
tions for all countries. In August 1943 Admiral William Brown reported to 
Roosevelt that:

I told Admiral Byrd that I had heard the President say repeatedly that except 
for air bases that may be required for national defense, in general his idea of 
post-war commercial aviation is that the islands of the Pacific should be open 
to commercial use by all nationalities. . . .21

All this indicates the general terrain and development of Roosevelt’s ideas, 
but just how clear and coherent they were only became fully known in 
November 1943.

Contending U.S. Views

All parties in Washington wanted to maximize U.S. international aviation 
interests. However, a fault line separated two ranges of opinion about strategy 
for achieving that goal. There were those who favored a robust nationalistic 
policy of bilateral negotiations to bring maximum U.S. leverage to bear and 
there were those who feared that such an approach would be counterproduc-
tive and who were in any case naturally inclined to a more internationalist 
approach. Trippe epitomized the extreme end of the first range.

. . . we [Americans] should keep ourselves free of any general commitments 
in favour of reciprocity, that we should seek landing rights without offering 
them, that we should handle requests for landing rights from countries that 
have granted them to us, on their merits, and that in practice . . . we should 
successfully, and without jeopardising our own position abroad, find plausible 
reasons to deny most requests and keep our concessions to a minimum.22

Welch Pogue, chairman of the CAB and General “Hap” Arnold, chief of 
the U.S. Army Air Force and close adviser to Roosevelt, were more moder-
ate bilateralists, but they also feared that international agreements would 
undermine U.S. interests. Pogue was particularly influential because when 
the Interdepartmental Committee on International Aviation (IDCIA) was 
set up in 1943 under the chairmanship of Berle, he was put in charge of 
the main working subcommittee that formulated policy. However, the 
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forces of bilateralism had Berle to contend with, as he was very much in the 
 internationalist camp. So much so that in the autumn of 1943 Pogue felt 
that he needed to enlist the help of Roosevelt’s most intimate confidant and 
adviser Harry L. Hopkins to counter what he saw as Berle’s naïve liberal-
ism. Pogue did not know Hopkins well and their general politics were very 
different (Pogue was Republican), but they both came from Ohio, which 
made them “kind of related,” Pogue had a good appreciation of just how 
influential Hopkins could be with Roosevelt, and they both leaned more to 
bilateralism than internationalism for civil aviation.23

After a faltering start, planning for postwar aviation proceeded with 
increasing pace in 1942 and 1943; however, Roosevelt was determined 
that policy should not develop beyond a point that he could decisively set 
its general character. On November 10, 1943 he did just that. He called 
a meeting with those senior officials most intimately involved in aviation 
matters—Under Secretary of State Stettinius, Assistant Secretary for War 
Robert Lovett, Harry Hopkins, Berle, and Pogue. Reading from a memo-
randum, which he said he had himself prepared, the president proceeded to 
spell out American policy. He did not want their wartime enemies to be able 
to fly anything more than a toy plane propelled by an elastic band, but oth-
erwise his proposals were extremely liberal, more so than any of his adviser’s, 
including Berle’s. Cabotage, the reservation of domestic traffic exclusively 
for a state’s own airlines, should remain. Subsidies should be allowed where 
they were necessary for important routes to survive. PAA’s monopoly should 
be broken and U.S. airlines should be allocated regions abroad in which they 
could operate and compete against foreign carriers but not with each other. 
But, it was on the principles of commercial operation that Roosevelt’s liberal 
vision really emerged.

As to air rights, the President said that he wanted a very free interchange. 
That is, he wanted arrangements by which planes of one country could enter 
any other country for the purpose of discharging traffic of foreign origin and 
accepting foreign bound traffic.24

Furthermore, Roosevelt went on to demonstrate that he had fully grasped 
the concept and importance of the 5th freedom rights. A Canadian plane, for 
example operating from Toronto via Buffalo and Miami to Jamaica, he said, 
could pick up passengers in Buffalo and carry them to Jamaica (5th freedom 
traffic), but could not pick up traffic in Buffalo for Miami (cabotage traffic). 
Roosevelt was no amateur at this. He was determined to create an open com-
petitive system, and with that in mind he kept control of American policy. 
Interestingly, in October 1944 when Secretary of War Henry Stimson, over-
looking the fact that his department had already approved American policy, 
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raised objections with Berle, the latter rather testily replied: “As you are aware, 
the policy and general method of approach toward the air settlements have 
been at all times under the direction of the President.”25

Immediately after the meeting on November 10, Roosevelt’s views 
caused consternation among several groups. The most violent opposition 
came from PAA and its supporters who favored bilateral negotiations that 
would only concede the minimum on the U.S. side in return for the widest 
possible operating rights from others: some even went so far as to suggest 
military coercion for extracting operating rights for U.S. carriers. However, 
more telling opposition came from Welch Pogue.

Pogue was distressed by Roosevelt’s views and subsequently wrote to 
Hopkins that neither he nor his subcommittee favored the automatic grant-
ing of rights to pick up and put down passengers, as the president had sug-
gested in the meeting.26 Pogue later explained that he felt that “the trouble 
with Roosevelt on aviation was he just didn’t know what he was doing. 
He had an idea that we could have a multilateral worldwide agreement 
because we had a great position in the war. Well that didn’t follow at all.”27 
Pogue only wanted to grant other countries the “privilege” of operating to 
the United States if that were essential for getting similar rights for U.S. 
 carriers. He wanted to ensure that any port of entry would not adversely 
affect U.S. domestic carriers and thought that government should control 
capacity and rates.28 He also thought that it would be foolish to wait for an 
international conference before seeking operating rights from other coun-
tries. He felt that this would allow Britain to make deals that would exclude 
U.S. operations. He explained to Hopkins:

I am convinced . . . that the American public would be horrified at the idea of 
our marking time because the British wanted us to or even agreeing to keep-
ing them informed of everything we are doing in the international field. That 
just sounds very inept to me politically.

I strongly urge you to stay firmly in this air picture. Rapid progress is abso-
lutely indispensable now; our bargaining position deteriorates day by day.29

On this at least Pogue had some success when in 1944 it was decided that 
the United States would follow a two-track approach: bilateral agreements 
would be pursued immediately and an international meeting would be 
sought.

In some ways Pogue was right about the overoptimistic attitude Roosevelt 
had toward what might be viable, but that did not stop Roosevelt’s policy 
being presented at the Chicago international aviation conference in 1944, 
and Pogue, as he later acknowledged, “had to sort of play ball because I knew 
it would fail, but I put forward the transport agreement because that is what 
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Roosevelt commanded us to do.”30 Matters in fact did come to their first 
climax at the Chicago Conference held in Chicago between November and 
December 1944, and Pogue was proved largely correct, at least in the short 
term: the longer term vision of what might be possible was something else.

The Chicago Conference

Berle led the U.S. delegation and Lord Swinton led the British. Neither were 
easy men to get on with. Berle was brilliant but prickly and self-opinionated. 
He was not over-endowed with interpersonal skills. For his part, Swinton 
was new to the aviation brief and came across as arrogant and inflexible at 
Chicago, but it is important to note that he was constrained by a British 
Government White Paper that had been published in October. It laid out 
the British case for strong international regulation.31 At their very first meet-
ing Berle and Swinton took an immediate dislike to each other.32 Swinton 
provocatively talked of equitable divisions of traffic. When Berle seemed 
shocked, Swinton said: “Did you really think that we were going to change 
our minds?” And with rhetorical flourish demanded to know why traffic 
division was not fair? Berle’s response was simple. He knew it was impossible 
to keep the 80 percent of international traffic that the United States had 
before the war, but a 50/50 division that would divert traffic from United 
States to British airlines was simply unacceptable.33 The American alterna-
tive to the regime proposed by the British was an international organization 
with a lighter touch that would primarily oversee technical and safety mat-
ters and a liberal commercial environment based on a multilateral exchange 
of the five freedoms.

The conference made progress on technical issues and there eventually 
emerged widespread support for the right of innocent passage and techni-
cal stop, but on commercial operating rights there was impasse between 
the British and Americans. The British accepted the 3rd, 4th, and even 
the 5th freedom in principle, but then with regard to the 5th freedom, 
they hedged it round with safeguards to prevent what they feared would 
be exploitation of their local European routes by American airlines. From 
the American perspective, the right to refill their aircraft in London was 
indispensable for their long-haul flights into Europe and round the world. 
If the British denied them significant numbers of 5th freedom passengers, 
then such flights would be commercially unviable. At this point Roosevelt 
and Churchill reentered the stage, with Roosevelt writing to Churchill on 
November 21.

In addition [to the controls agreed], your people are now asking limitations 
on the number of planes between points regardless of the traffic offering. 
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This seems to me a form of strangulation. It has been a cardinal point in 
[U.S.] policy throughout that the ultimate judge should be the passenger and 
the shipper. The limitations now proposed would, I fear, place a dead hand 
on the use of the great air trade routes.34

Churchill replied that the encroachment into local traffic under the regime 
proposed by the Americans was just not acceptable.35 Roosevelt now 
resorted to the strong-arm tactics long favored by Pogue and the U.S.  service 
departments: he would exploit Britain’s dependence on aid from the United 
States. Disingenuously professing that he would exert his best efforts to 
meet Britain’s Lend-Lease36 needs he then added: “We will face Congress 
on that subject in a few weeks and it will not be in a generous mood if it 
and the people feel that the United Kingdom has not agreed to a generally 
beneficial agreement.”37 Churchill saw the letter for the blackmail it was 
and indignantly replied that the British ought not “to be confronted with 
such very serious contingencies as are set out in your message.”38 He also 
wrote, in a tone expressing petition more than anger, that he hoped that 
the American sense of justice would prevail. On November 30 Roosevelt 
took his lead from Churchill and reassured the prime minister of America’s 
intention to uphold justice and promote fair play, but insisted that agree-
ment remained possible. However, by then in Chicago concessions had 
already been withdrawn and harder positions adopted.39 Notwithstanding 
further exchanges with Churchill, Roosevelt was unable to retrieve a com-
mercial regime for aviation at Chicago.

Britain did not get what it wanted, neither did the United States. Berle 
tried to claim that great strides forward had been made, but his ex colleague 
and sometime under secretary of state, Sumner Welles, belied such claims 
when he wrote in 1946 that “aviation is one field where no success in inter-
national co-operation has yet been encountered.”40 This was certainly true 
regarding commercial operating rights. So far as U.S.–UK civil aviation rela-
tions were concerned, an agreement struck in the mid-1930s still governed, 
which only allowed two return flights a week for each country’s airlines.

Legacy: Short Term

Roosevelt did not live to see Anglo-American agreement on aviation, 
but he had the consolation of seeing the American hand strengthen. The 
United States tried to get “as many gateways to Europe as possible and 
with no limitations on frequencies” and in January 1945 was on the verge 
of an agreement with Eire, which included 5th freedom rights that raised 
the spectre for Britain of being bypassed by U.S. airlines refuelling and 
topping up their passenger numbers in Eire on their way to Europe.41 
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When Churchill learnt of the proposed deal, he was furious, writing to 
Roosevelt: “I cannot feel sure that this affair has been brought to your 
notice. . . .” But there was no reply. When the agreement was finalized, 
Churchill wrote again asking the president to “take the necessary steps 
to have the agreement annulled.” Predictably, Roosevelt said there was 
no question of that: “I am sorry but there it is.”42 There followed a tense 
period in which both sides tried to move out into international operations 
and exclude the other.

Jockeying for position continued, but the British could not offer the 
 economic incentives that the United States could and did not have suitable 
aircraft to exploit the market. Most crucially of all, with the atom bomb’s 
sudden ending of the war, Britain faced dire economic crisis with industry 
shattered, export markets depleted, and its currency fragile because of enor-
mous debts. It was increasingly difficult to see how it might weather the 
storm without U.S. financial assistance.

In January 1946 the British and Americans came together on the island of 
Bermuda to seek a settlement of their troubled aviation relations. At the time 
the U.S. Congress was still considering financial help for Britain in the form 
of the U.S.–UK Loan Agreement that would provide Britain with a line of 
credit amounting to $3.75 billion. There was hard bargaining at Bermuda, 
but the outcome was a foregone conclusion. Civil Aviation Minister Lord 
Winster put his finger on Britain’s vulnerability when toward the end of the 
proceedings he wrote:

. . . if the Cabinet felt that the signing of the agreement was of vital impor-
tance from the point of view of our general relations with the United States 
and the consideration of the loan agreement by Congress, he was willing that 
our delegation should be authorised to sign.43

The United States achieved relatively open skies with few restrictions on 
capacity and frequency and the exchange of 3rd, 4th, and 5th freedoms. 
This was not part of a multilateral regime of the kind that Roosevelt had 
sought, but the Americans held up Bermuda as a model for the future for 
all other countries to follow: it was the closest they could get to a common 
international agreement. What had been achieved was a much more liberal 
and internationalist regime than had existed in the interwar period. It also 
operated in a more liberal way than either Pogue or the American service 
departments had argued for, and it helped international aviation to expand 
and U.S. airlines to thrive, and that was what Roosevelt had sought. While 
his vision was thus not fully realized, he had been instrumental in crafting 
an agenda that delivered results in 1946 and which could be used for fur-
ther liberation from market-hostile regulations in the future.
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Legacy: the Long Term

Much has happened since the Bermuda Agreement, and as one moves away 
from Roosevelt’s time the harder it becomes to talk meaningfully about legacy. 
Nevertheless, if we examine the postwar years, a legacy picture does emerge 
through six key developments. These include: the aftermath of Bermuda; 
U.S. deregulation; Bermuda 2; the creation of the Single European Aviation 
Market (SEAM); U.S. “open-skies” policy; and the transatlantic OAA.

After Bermuda a two tier system developed. When the United States 
was party to a bilateral, it embodied the liberal provisions of Bermuda, 
if it was not, a more regulatory outcome was common. According to one 
highly experienced official, “airlines and governments sat down and said 
whatever this agreement [Bermuda] meant to say we aren’t going to let 
you do more than we want to do.”44 The result in Europe was a pattern of 
 government and industry collaboration and collusion. Airlines operated in 
an environment devoid of competition, full of government-favored instru-
ments (i.e., national flag carrier airlines) in dominant positions, and under 
 regulations that carved up the market and stunted development.45 This was 
very different from what Roosevelt had envisaged, but since little of this 
affected the United States directly, it tolerated it, at least until the mid-
1970s. Then things began to change. A second postwar phase began, partly 
prompted by a growing unease among the Europeans that Bermuda-style 
bilaterals gave away too much market share to U.S. airlines, but more so 
by the emergence of economic and political ideas in the United States that 
advocated deregulation.

In his first message to Congress on March 4, 1977, President Carter 
urged “. . . Congress to reduce Federal regulation of the domestic commer-
cial airline industry.”46 Subsequently, the 1978 Airline Regulatory Reform 
Bill initiated rapid moves to a free untrammelled domestic airline system. It 
also set in motion forces that soon dispelled the conventional wisdom that 
economies of scale did not apply to the airline industry.47

What was discovered were economies of scale . . . , i.e. you organised your 
system in such a way that you were able to consolidate large amounts of 
traffic at a point and then redistribute that traffic. For each unit . . . that you 
flew, if you had . . . higher load factors on that piece of equipment in effect 
you had a more productive piece of equipment—a more productive unit of 
production.48

This was the hub and spoke configuration of routes. Well positioned 
through their domestic interconnected hubs and their vast number of feeder 
spokes to assemble large numbers of passengers, domestic U.S. operators 
now used their dominance over that market, approximately 40 percent of 
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the entire world’s, to thrust out their spokes into the international sphere. 
They did so in the context of two other moves by the Carter Administration: 
the first was a challenge mounted by Chairman of the CAB Alfred Kahn 
to IATA price fixing, which gradually but ineluctably led to price com-
petition; and the second was the pursuit of even more liberal ASAs (Air 
Service Agreements) than Bermuda, promoted by the International Air 
Transportation Competition Act, 1979.49

This U.S. surge toward making international aviation more of a straight-
forward commercial affair ran into its most serious difficulties with the 
British. The result was a conference replay of 1946 resulting in Bermuda 2. 
In 1976, the British were so disgruntled with the market share held by U.S. 
carriers that they denounced Bermuda 1. The United States and Britain 
then had under the terms of that agreement twelve months in which to 
negotiate an alternative. The outcome was to be rued by the Americans for 
the next thirty years. They were simply out-negotiated and out-maneuvered. 
The net result as one senior U.S. official put it was that:

Every city pair market is restricted in terms of entry. Every city pair market 
is restricted in terms of capacity. Every city pair market is restricted in terms 
of the fares the airlines may charge the passengers. There is no aspect of the 
market that is not being regulated pursuant to UK insistence.50

Even worse, in follow-up talks in 1980 the Americans fell into more dif-
ficulties. The British entwined them in their traffic distribution policy for 
London airports such that only PAA and TWA or their corporate successors 
were allowed to fly into Heathrow. This turned out to be the ace in the hole 
for the British over the following twenty-seven years. When the Americans 
subsequently argued for a more liberal ASA and most importantly for freer 
access to Heathrow—the busiest international hub in the world, the British 
response was always: “Why should competition stop at the water’s edge? 
We’ll open up Heathrow and our cabotage if you’ll open U.S. cabotage 
and/or change airline ownership and control rules.” Either change would 
have allowed British airlines to arrange better feeder services for their trans-
atlantic flights by setting up operations within the U.S. domestic market. 
Without such feeder services the British argued that they could not compete 
on an even playing field with their U.S. counterparts on the transatlantic, 
and that reserving 40 percent of the world’s entire airline market as U.S. 
cabotage was simply too protectionist. The British and the Americans never 
resolved this impasse, at least not by themselves.51

While Britain seemed unrelentingly regulatory to Americans, its  behavior 
in Europe was very different. There it took the lead and worked closely 
with the European Commission toward creating a competitive free aviation 
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market for the European Community (EC). In a series of three packages 
of reform between 1987 and 1992 the SEAM gradually came into being: it 
reached internal completion in 1997.52 The market was subjected, at least in 
operations within the EC, to common rules. Competitive pricing and liberal 
licensing rules were adopted and pooling arrangements outlawed, new routes 
were opened, capacity and frequency controls removed and cabotage abol-
ished, and the concept of Community airlines adopted, which meant any 
airline from within the EU could operate anywhere in the EU. For all intents 
and purposes, EU airlines no longer belonged to countries but to the EU. 
That was fine internally, but it would eventually cause immense problems 
externally as all existing bilaterals with other countries, including the United 
States, had national not Community ownership and control clauses.

As the SEAM came into being, the United States became even more 
aggressive in its overseas aviation policy. Among other things there were nag-
ging fears about the EU becoming an economic fortress, leading to curbs on 
commercial rights for U.S. airlines. The United States began to pursue what 
it called open-skies agreements that embodied free pricing and unrestricted 
3rd, 4th, and 5th freedoms. They also offered a tempting incentive: antitrust 
immunity for alliances between U.S. airlines and foreign airlines. This would 
allow airlines of those countries that entered “open-skies” agreements with 
the United States to moderate the problem of getting U.S. feeder services 
that Britain had so often complained about. They could benefit from their 
U.S. alliance partner’s feeder services to international gateways in the United 
States. The first “open-skies” agreement to be consummated in Europe was 
with the Netherlands in 1992. Over the years many more followed. Britain 
alone, among the main aviation nations in Europe, resisted U.S. overtures. 
Then everything was tipped into turmoil by the European Court of Justice 
in November 2002. It ruled that bilateral ASAs between the United States 
and Member States of the EU were illegal because they contained nationality 
clauses and did not recognize the concept of Community air carriers. It was 
in the interests of both sides to remove this legal anomaly, but to the astonish-
ment of many, the Europeans came up with the most radical of solutions.53

As a matter of urgency the European Council of Ministers granted 
authority to the Commission to negotiate a new Community-wide agree-
ment with the United States. Full-scale talks began with the Commission 
delegation led by Michael Ayral and the U.S. side led by Richard Byerly, 
deputy assistant secretary of state for transportation affairs. The United 
States had its standard open-skies agenda, including the offer of antitrust 
immunity for alliances and unlimited 5ths within and beyond the EU: from 
the European perspective, 5ths within the EU now amounted to cabotage 
rights. The European agenda was more radical. The Europeans wanted to 
create an OAA that would merge European and U.S. cabotage, that would 
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permit 100 percent ownership and control of U.S. airlines by Europeans and 
vice versa, and a harmonization of competition and safety regulations.

The negotiations were long and drawn out, partly because the European 
Council of Ministers rejected a draft agreement in 2005 on the grounds that 
it did not go far enough on the crucial issue of ownership and  control. The 
U.S. Department of Transportation now tried to circumvent  congressional 
hostility to changes in ownership and control by an executive reinterpreta-
tion of existing rules to make them more liberal, but the political outcry 
was such that they had to abandon this tactic and talks with the Europeans 
ground to a halt in the second half of 2006. Then in early February 2007 
the Transport Council President Wolfgang Tiefensee and Commissioner for 
Transport Jacques Barrot went to Washington to see if they could revive 
things. They succeeded and two rounds of negotiations followed, which 
resulted in an agreement in March, subject to ratification by the EU 
Transport Council.

U.S. law on control and cabotage remained unchanged. Europeans were 
allowed to buy more of an American airline’s nonvoting stock, but the limi-
tation on ownership of 25 percent of the controlling voting stock remained. 
The Americans made concessions elsewhere but did not depart very substan-
tially from traditional U.S. open-skies agreements, except for recognition of 
the concept of EU Community carriers. Furthermore, the one thing that 
might have persuaded the United States to embark upon a more radical 
path appeared to have been given away because the Americans were granted 
open access to Heathrow. When the agreement came before the European 
Transport Council the decision was unanimous in favor of acceptance, but 
the British managed to persuade Jacques Barrot to make clear that if there 
were no movement on U.S. ownership and control by 2010 in the follow-on 
stages of negotiations, then the EU would have the option of withdrawing 
from the agreement.

* * *

Where would Roosevelt have stood on all of this and to what extent do 
these developments naturally flow from the regime that he promoted in 
World War II?

Roosevelt’s use of the term “free air” is not all that far removed from 
the idea of “open-skies,” particularly when one also recalls his admonitions 
to colleagues in November 1943 that they must aim for a “very free inter-
change” that would allow airlines to take on and discharge passengers in 
other states. He wanted international agreement on the liberal operation of 
the five freedoms. In many ways, at least prior to the OAA, he was still ahead 
of developments in his talk of multilateral agreements automatically granting 
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freedoms that would allow international commercial aviation to flourish. 
It was not until the SEAM and the OAA that anything  approaching that 
vision was achieved.

Regarding his notions on competition and pricing, the picture is more 
ambiguous. Roosevelt had opposed PAA’s monopoly, but he conceived of 
U.S. airlines being allocated regions within which to operate and com-
pete against foreign airlines. Head-to-head competition by U.S. airlines on 
the same routes was beyond his vision in 1943 and 1944. Also on pricing, 
although the Americans ducked and weaved on this with the British and 
tried to give the impression that they were granting a concession on price 
fixing, in fact they were never entirely hostile to some price regulation and 
became even less so after trouble with PAA and what amounted to predatory 
pricing in 1945. All this is a far cry from the current situation. However, 
during the Chicago Conference, Roosevelt argued with Churchill that “It 
has been a cardinal point in [U.S.] policy throughout that the ultimate 
judge should be the passenger and the shipper.”54 In other words, let the 
market decide. If one were to imagine him remaining steadfast to that prin-
ciple as aviation developed over the following decades, it does not seem too 
fanciful to imagine that Roosevelt would have found little difficulty with 
head-to-head competition between U.S. airlines and competitive pricing. 
Indeed, one might imagine him championing such developments.

Finally, cabotage and ownership and control: these two areas are the ones 
in which the Europeans, after trailing on U.S. liberal coattails for so long, 
have taken the lead. The EU’s demand for common cabotage and own-
ership and control rules were not acceptable to the United States. This is 
partly to do with the protectionism of labor, the pilots, and some mem-
bers of Congress, but also hinges on widespread concerns about defense and 
security. U.S. airlines play an important role through the Civil Reserve Air 
Fleet, which is employed to transport U.S. troops and supplies in times of 
hostilities and war. There are also other traditional advantages to be reaped 
for defense and security from civilian airlines. During the war, internation-
alist proposals for the free operation of airlines were dubbed “globaloney” or 
met with mirth, as in the British House of Commons, but such “globaloney” 
rarely went so far as to consider the idea of opening cabotage and abolishing 
national ownership and control regulations. In that sense they were beyond 
the ken of most policymakers at that time, including Roosevelt. So, it might 
be stretching things to suggest that Roosevelt ever seriously entertained 
such radical proposals. And yet during the war he argued for liberal access 
for all nations’ civil airlines to islands in the Pacific, an extremely sensi-
tive strategic area for the United States. If strategic concerns in the Pacific 
did not trump commercial needs for Roosevelt in 1944, is it beyond the 
bounds of credibility that similar strategic concerns would have failed to 
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override the temptation to open U.S. cabotage and change U.S. ownership 
and  control rules in 2007? After all, these changes would have created a 
truly open and free transatlantic commercial aviation market, which would 
chime  harmoniously with Roosevelt’s general and many of his specific views 
on civil aviation.

This chapter has tried to make clear what Roosevelt thought about civil 
aviation, what policies he favored and tried to nurture, how he struggled 
with Churchill, and what emerged from all this at the war’s end. It has 
also tried to identify Roosevelt’s legacy in later developments. The com-
mercial civil aviation regime that we now have seems, from some perspec-
tives at least, to owe much to Roosevelt and his vision for postwar civil 
aviation. There is a discernible thread that runs through, albeit with various 
snags along the way, from his ideas in 1943 to 2007. What one makes of 
those snags will largely determine views of the extent to which Roosevelt 
bequeathed a legacy to the industry and how much of his vision was lost 
or changed in the political battles of what have been termed elsewhere as 
“peaceful air warfare.”55
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C h a p t e r  9

FDR’s Worldviews, 
1941–1945
Walter LaFeber

Amidst the global bloodshed, national upheavals, attempts of racial 
 extermination, and the massive movement of what turned out to be historic 
 political, economic, and social movements in a period of just five years, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt accomplished a great deal—enough to rank him, 
along with Lincoln, Washington, and Jefferson, in the highest echelon of 
American leaders. Battling the last throes of isolationism during the later 
years of the 1930s, FDR finally took a unified nation into war in 1941. 
During the conflict, his administration did a remarkable job of maintain-
ing a pro-war consensus and convincing Americans—most of whom had 
indicated only a few years earlier that they would not allow their sons and 
daughters to fight and die abroad, especially after Roosevelt himself had 
said as late as 1940 that such sacrifice might not be necessary—to partici-
pate wholeheartedly in a conflict that covered much of the globe, mobilized 
more than sixteen million American men and women, and killed in battle 
292,000 of them.1

Roosevelt was a great war leader at home, an accomplishment perhaps 
only properly appreciated after noting how Presidents Harry Truman in 
1950–1951, Lyndon Johnson between 1965 and 1968, Richard Nixon dur-
ing 1970 to 1974, and George W. Bush after 9/11 fell far short of FDR’s 
performance. In each case, these later chief executives paid heavily for 
their failures in both election results and the history books. As Alan K. 
Henrikson’s chapter in this volume explains, Roosevelt not only carried on 
an intense and quite successful educational campaign to teach Americans 
that global geography, especially when viewed from the poles, required an 
international—not simply a Pan-American—perspective and set of foreign 
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policies. He also filled that new conceptualization on January 6, 1941 (that 
is, nearly a year before the United States entered the war) when he spoke to 
Congress and the American people, declaring that a properly functioning 
international community must now require “a world founded upon four 
essential human freedoms”: freedom of speech “everywhere in the world,” 
“freedom of every person to worship God in his own way, everywhere in 
the world,” “freedom from want . . . everywhere in the world,” and  “freedom 
from fear . . . anywhere in the world.” As Henrikson notes, the speech’s 
global reach was remarkable considering the previous decades of American 
political withdrawal. Equally remarkable were other parts of the speech in 
which FDR argued that the safety of the previous “ninety-nine years” had 
ended. “Without regard to partisanship,” he told Congress eleven months 
before the Pearl Harbor attack, “we are committed to full support of all 
those resolute peoples, everywhere, who are resisting aggression. . . . By 
this support, we express our determination that the democratic cause shall 
prevail.”2

When Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945, however, the world looked quite 
different than the one he had prophesied four years earlier. The “demo-
cratic cause” was deeply endangered in Central Europe, Eastern Europe, 
Southeast Asia, and China. By this time the Four Freedoms speech seemed 
less an accurate forecast of the next century—the “American Century” as 
many thought it would be—than an ideological call to action against an 
immediate, possibly fatal, danger posed by the Axis powers.3

Henrikson instructively traces what happened in the wake of Roosevelt’s 
Four Freedoms speech: a historic conceptual shift in American History 
from the regional perspective of the Monroe Doctrine that marked the 
1930s and before, to a global perspective characterized by a commitment 
to the United Nations in 1945. This geographic shift (and considerable 
enlargement) formed the major link between the failed movement toward 
globalization during the 1870 to 1914 years (a movement that remained 
submerged for the next half century because of the traumatic effects of 
World War I), and the ongoing acceleration toward globalization after 
the 1960s.4 The conceptual shift outlined by Henrikson was thus by no 
means completed by 1945—or even by 1965. Instead of the Four Freedoms 
“everywhere in the world,” as Roosevelt had prophesied, the Cold War 
endangered, and in many areas removed, his Four Freedoms and the 
 “democratic” cause.

The problem was not his large view, which Roosevelt seldom lacked, 
but the absence of an integrated worldview. Such a worldview had to be 
both realistic in terms of military strategy and in recognizing the probable 
results of that strategy. At the same time, it had to be defensible when it 
became involved with both the onrushing debate of American politics and 
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the demands of a full-throttle American economic engine that produced 
half the world’s gross national product by 1945.

This lack of integration meant FDR was never able to forge a workable, 
ongoing, realistic worldview. His attempts could be followed through the 
“Four Freedoms . . . everywhere” global vision of 1941–1942, complemented 
by his launching of the United Nations idea in 1942; through his belief, 
particularly in 1943–1944, that Three Policemen—the United States, 
Great Britain, and the Soviet Union—should order the postwar world (or 
 sometimes Four Policemen whenever the president wanted to bring China 
into the club, often to taunt Churchill and his colonial aspirations in Asia); 
followed by his efforts later in the war to cut secret deals on territorial 
boundaries and the composition of governments of newly liberated areas 
during the Teheran and Yalta conferences of 1943 and early 1945—deals 
shaped not by the Four Freedoms or the United Nations principles, but by 
the realities of Soviet military power—and these shifts by no means form 
the complete list.

In October 1944, Churchill suddenly flew to Moscow to protect British 
interests by negotiating with Stalin private territorial deals involving the 
Balkans and Eastern Mediterranean. Roosevelt continued to hope that—
somehow—this arrangement of the de facto spheres of influence could be 
made amenable to his earlier concept of open economic doors, democratic 
regimes, and the Four Freedoms. At this point, in the autumn of 1944, 
he also continued to hope that—somehow—both British and French colo-
nies would become decolonized, perhaps come under international trustee-
ship, and in any case become open to increasingly dependent United States 
exporters. A possible exception might be the British crown jewel of India, 
which FDR finally decided, after much Churchillian upbraiding and hec-
toring, to leave alone for the time being. But by early 1945, the president’s 
strong anticolonial sentiments were ruptured when FDR essentially allowed 
the French and British armies to reenter colonial areas of Southeast Asia.5 
The Four Freedoms of 1941 had metastasized into colonialism, or more 
accurately attempted colonialism.

Significant and indeed fundamental shifts also occurred when Roosevelt 
attempted to deal with Germany, Europe’s dynamic, industrial and milita-
ristic core. At Quebec during the autumn of 1944, FDR stood aside while 
his secretary of treasury, Henry Morgenthau, bludgeoned Churchill into 
accepting the idea for a postwar deindustrialized, economically emasculated 
Germany. No sooner than the president returned to Washington, however, 
than he reversed the Quebec agreement after Secretary of State Cordell 
Hull and Secretary of War Henry Stimson convinced him that a healthy 
noncommunist Europe required a healthy, capitalist Germany at its center. 
FDR’s worldview in October 1944, which had a supposedly pastoral postwar 
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Germany at the center of Europe (the kind of Germany which most pleased 
Stalin), had become by December a worldview resting on a Germany that 
was by necessity united and industrialized. Indeed, so much so that at Yalta, 
during February 1945, he refused in discussions with Stalin to agree to any 
specifics that might mean either a long-term division of the country or heavy 
reparations that would ruin the possibility of German economic viability.

The president thus held at one point to certain laudable principles, such 
as the Four Freedoms, a UN structure, and an economic open door to begin 
restoring the pre-1914 globalization drive. But he could come up with no con-
sistent foreign policy framework that might have helped him systematically 
and tactically move toward the realization of these principles. As Warren 
Kimball argues in this volume, Roosevelt was convinced throughout the war 
that “Great Power cooperation took precedence.” That was Plan A. If, how-
ever, the Soviets placed their own idea of Russian security ahead of coopera-
tion with Washington in handling, say, Eastern Europe, or if Great Britain 
and France defied FDR’s anticolonial hopes in Asia, there was no coherent 
Plan B. Eastern Europe fell outside the open-door principles, Indochina and 
Hong Kong fell back inside European colonial empires, and FDR’s vision of 
a world based on “four essential human freedoms” lay shattered.

The chapters in this volume and the two conferences that inspired it explain 
why Roosevelt encountered overwhelming problems in his attempt to evolve 
a workable, tactical worldview that would realize his Four Freedoms dream. 
One obvious difficulty was that the one world/Four Freedoms/American 
Century concept necessary to obtain American consent to leave the 1930s 
behind and become internationalists bore little resemblance to the Three (or 
Four) Policemen/secret boundary/political arrangements horse trading FDR 
believed he had to make at Teheran in 1943 and during the period from the 
Yalta conference until his death in April 1945. A contradiction existed at the 
center of his vision, one that he was less able to remove as Soviet armies moved 
westward and British and French armies became the only forces capable of 
ejecting Japan out of parts of South and Southeast Asia.

Mark Stoler’s close examination of the president’s relationship with, and 
control over, the U.S. military during the war richly reveals why Roosevelt 
faced these contradictions in his worldview. On one level he established solid 
institutional decision-making structures that were overseen and shaped by 
General George Marshall, who tried to keep competing military demands—
such as FDR’s preference for giving the European war zone priority over 
the Asian—in order, thus ensuring efficient execution of policies. The 
 successful evolution of this “National Security Establishment,” combined 
with Roosevelt’s “enormous expansions of executive power in this realm,” 
Stoler argues, “constitute Roosevelt’s true legacy in military affairs for the 
postwar era.”
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To translate these military plans into a workable, broad-based foreign 
policy, however, FDR made himself “the sole coordinating link,” to quote 
historian William Emerson’s phrase. (Emerson knew the president’s career 
particularly well because he served as director of the Franklin D. Roosevelt 
Presidential Library.) As U.S. policies traveled across this link from the mili-
tary options to the foreign policy objectives, there was no institutionalized 
foreign policy establishment, no viable and recognized set of institutions for 
evaluating, vetting, concluding, and implementing foreign policies. Indeed, 
one of the most remarkable aspects of the two conferences that gave rise to 
this book is the lack of mention of the State Department in the many papers, 
comments, and discussions that took place. There only was, as Emerson 
and Stoler argue, the president. He had isolated Secretary of State Hull 
while limiting him to the pursuit of Hull’s Wilsonian dream of unimpeded 
international trade and international political organizations. Roosevelt 
meanwhile largely ignored Secretary of War Stimson, who not only had a 
worldview (which, unlike Hull’s, placed priority on the importance of the 
several great powers) but also thirty years of international experience. Hull 
and Stimson won their fight in late 1944 to break Roosevelt’s commitment 
to the Morgenthau Plan for Germany, but on other issues the president 
largely went his own way, as evidenced by his decision to ask neither his sec-
retary of state nor his secretary of war to accompany him to meetings with 
Stalin, Churchill, and Chiang Kai-shek.

The U.S. military establishment operated under FDR’s guidance 
 effectively and victoriously between 1941 and 1945. Given the extent of 
the losses suffered at Pearl Harbor in 194l and the South Pacific Theatre in 
early 1942, such rapid success was hardly guaranteed. But when this mili-
tary machine had to be integrated into the foreign policy apparatus to help 
achieve a Four Freedoms world, Roosevelt—the “sole coordinating link,” 
to repeat the Emerson–Stoler phrase—could not act as a viable long-term 
bridge. Thus, as several of this volume’s chapters discuss, U.S. troops could 
not reach much of Germany ahead of Russians to ensure an integrated, capi-
talist Central Europe. And, as Lloyd Gardner superbly outlines, U.S. mili-
tary capabilities could never be matched with Roosevelt’s anticolonization 
stance to ensure that Indochina, Indonesia, and Hong Kong would move 
toward independence, instead of, as in the first two instances, many years of 
warfare generated by anticolonial revolutions.

Gardner observes that some experts in the late 1940s and 1950s argued 
that had FDR’s anticolonial beliefs been upheld after his death, the thirty-
year Vietnam War would have been avoided. But, as observed above, the 
president was never able to construct an overall operative foreign policy 
complete with the necessary power to accomplish this goal. In early 1945, 
he instead had to turn his head while European armies moved to regain 
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power. “The problem with all this ruminating about Roosevelt’s supposed 
plans, of course,” Gardner concludes, “is that we do not know how he would 
have moved to implement any of his ideas, or, which ideas he would have 
pursued.” Gardner pointedly recounts the highly revealing story of how 
FDR courted the Saudi Arabian King and his unsurpassed reservoirs of 
oil by assuring the Saudi ruler that the open-door principles of the United 
States—not the closed-off spheres of influence of European colonials—
could ensure that Saudi wealth would be open to everyone, with monop-
olies for no one. The postwar reality, nevertheless, was that U.S. troops 
and dollars could enforce an open door for American oil companies to the 
wealth of Saudi Arabia, but, given the overall military situation, could not 
force open the door to Soviet-dominated Eastern and Central Europe or to 
parts of Asia.

In Asian affairs, FDR hoped during 1943 to mid-1944 that Chiang 
 Kai-shek’s Nationalist leadership in China would be the U.S.-supported 
force that could stabilize the vast region while guaranteeing its openness to 
a resumption of economic globalization, led, of course, by the United States. 
Here, Roosevelt’s worldview (with a Nationalist led China as one of the Four 
Policemen, but necessarily dependent on U.S. aid and wishes) rested on mere 
hope. Americans and Chinese “would police Asia,” FDR mused aloud to an 
aide, while Great Britain and Brazil [sic] stabilized Africa, and the British and 
Russians kept Europe in proper order.”6

Another of FDR’s forecasts, however, was actually pretty much on course 
when he told a British diplomat that “We should probably see in China, in 
the next 50 years, a development similar to that of Japan in the later years 
of the 19th-century.” He even foresaw that “China, in any serious conflict 
of policy with Russia, would undoubtedly line up on our side.”7 But the 
China that rose from the devastation of World War II turned out to be 
quite different, and as early as 1944 it had become clear that FDR’s vision 
of U.S.-Chinese cooperation in Asia had all but collapsed, with terrible 
 consequences rippling down through a communist takeover, the Korean 
War, and the Vietnam conflict.

Ironically, this collapse was triggered by the presence of U.S. air bases 
in China and the Japanese decision in early 1944 to launch an offensive 
targeting them. Roosevelt responded by pushing Chiang to allow General 
Joseph (“Vinegar Joe”) Stilwell to assume command over Chinese armies 
for a counterattack. “The Peanut,” as Stilwell dismissively, and privately, 
called Chiang, rejected the president’s plea and forced FDR to recall 
Stilwell. Michael Schaller’s chapter in this volume well summarizes this his-
toric turn: “While Roosevelt spoke of promoting China as a ‘great power,’ 
General Stilwell and his staff dealt with a crumbling army, corrupt leaders, 
and incipient civil war.”
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FDR’s hopes for postwar Asia never recovered. “The tensions between 
Roosevelt’s grand strategy and the military–diplomatic realities of China,” 
Schaller succinctly concludes, “contributed to eventual disaster.” As for the 
hope of Soviet cooperation in an area where Russians had claimed crucial 
interests for a century, Schaller believes that as early as the 1943 Teheran 
Conference, when Stalin and FDR reached some agreement on a deal to 
bring the USSR into the war against Japan at a later time, “Roosevelt rec-
ognized that the final stages of the Pacific War might simply pass China 
by.” The Fourth Policeman, in other words, would be of little use to FDR’s 
once-hopeful plans for an American Century in the Far East. Once again, 
however, Roosevelt paid for ignoring State Department advice he did not 
particularly want to hear. Schaller notes how U.S. Ambassador Clarence 
Gauss, “a grouchy State Department veteran,” well understood that Chiang 
suffered from “unreality,” that the Chinese leader was supporting reactionary 
colleagues, and that the best U.S. hope was to work with more moderate and 
liberal elements—a highly complex, ultimately impossible goal for an out-
sider to achieve and, not surprisingly, a goal FDR was never able to reach.

In dealing with boundary, colonial, and governmental issues involv-
ing liberated, transitional regimes, the president could act secretly, often 
in team with the two other members of the Big Three, and on the basis of 
what at the time was his own worldview; or, as events unfolded, an evolving 
series of worldviews. In putting the wrecked world economy back together, 
however, he had to work with the U.S. Congress and a maze of both pub-
lic and  private overseas interests. FDR raised the power of the imperial to 
new heights when he acted at the closed meetings in Teheran, Quebec, and 
Yalta. But those powers rapidly melted when he had to approach Congress, 
which, after all, constitutionally controlled the power over commerce and 
finance, even in wartime. They also tended to melt when he encountered the 
economic demands of a maze of other nations and interests, many of them 
threatening to veer to the left to find safety if economic help was not forth-
coming in order to piece together a new international commercial frame-
work. The prewar framework, such as it was, had not only been destroyed by 
war, but utterly discredited by the post-1929 economic chaos.

Randall Woods’s chapter in this volume analyzes the many participants 
who were involved with trying to put a peacetime structure back together 
again. On the most crucial part of this policy, Americans were pretty much 
united. Led by their president, and in this case the zeal of his secretary of 
state, Cordell Hull, they swore to break down once and for all the Imperial 
Preference System the British had drawn around their empire in 1931–1932 
as a means to keep U.S. exports out of such potentially lucrative markets 
as Canada, India, and South Africa. As Woods details the process, U.S. 
officials knew the war would end with a bankrupt Great Britain dependent 
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on American aid, and they used this handle to coerce London to accept 
their ideas for the postwar economy, including the rapid dismantling of the 
Imperial Preference System.

Woods emphasizes the most important conclusion that arose out of 
this process: although the resulting global (outside the Soviet-controlled 
bloc) trade structure was termed multilateral, theoretical multilateralism in 
 reality gave way to a Washington-designed system that was largely based 
on Hull’s Reciprocal Trade Agreements program that funneled benefits 
 primarily to the United States. One objective was to pump life as rapidly 
as possible into parts of war-torn Europe and Asia that could absorb the 
 growing flood of U.S. exports and make these areas—as they were before 
the war—an important part of the world economy. Washington officials 
hoped to do good while doing well. By the early 1950s, particularly with 
the help of sudden military spending during the Korean War scare, this 
objective began to be realized. Another American objective was to break 
down the European colonial systems’ protective tariff walls. This target, 
as Roosevelt learned in South and Southeast Asia in 1944–1945, proved 
tougher to hit and it would not be until well into the 1950s that these bar-
riers would begin to come down.

As the chapters of Warren Kimball and Randall Woods explain, Roosevelt’s 
internationalism, in both the political and economic realms, turned out to 
be regionalism. The beginnings of an establishment of a Communist empire 
by Stalin in Eastern Europe and Central Europe assured that U.S. policies 
resting on democratically elected governments and open-door economics 
would not be realized in a large and economically strategic part of the globe. 
Roosevelt, as Kimball details, clearly told the British that the great powers 
would make the important decisions and policies, while the UN General 
Assembly would act as an escape valve where “the smaller powers . . . blow off 
steam.” FDR even told the press that the General Assembly “is not really of 
any great importance.” Such words indicated that the president was being 
reduced to talk with some certainty about tactics and means. His worldview, 
that is, how U.S. global objectives were to be realized by those three—or 
four—great powers, moved off in so many different directions that by April 
1945 he was working with a fragmented, if to some colorful, spectrum of 
objectives that had either little coherence or little relationship to the ideas he 
pursued and promoted from 1941 to early 1944.

David Reynolds’s valuable chapter demonstrates the ongoing post-
1945 debate through which Americans and many others came to evaluate 
Roosevelt’s vision, or visions. The much publicized publication in 1955 
of the volume of documents on the Yalta Conference of ten years earlier 
proved curiously unexciting and anticlimactic, especially given the expecta-
tions of conservative Republicans and others who disliked Roosevelt. The 
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volume revealed no sellouts by the president, no massive errors that could be 
traced to his rapidly declining health in early 1945. Instead, he tried to open 
Russian controlled Poland and the Balkans to open elections and trade—
and, not surprisingly, failed, given the presence of the Red Army in those 
areas. He tried to protect Germany’s economic health, as Stimson and Hull 
had convinced him he must, but he had to settle for an overly general agree-
ment that did little in the immediate postwar years to secure this goal. FDR 
ensured Stalin’s entry into the Pacific War three months after Hitler’s defeat 
by giving the dictator valuable territory and rights then held by Japan—and 
historically held by Roosevelt’s supposed fellow Policeman, China.8

Reynolds argues that for all the attention the Yalta records received (and 
the disappointment they produced for Roosevelt’s critics), the conference was 
less important than the Big Three meeting at Teheran in 1943. It was there, 
particularly in regards to the German question, that FDR’s Four Freedoms/
UN approach designed to create an open, democratically based world ran 
into the immovable contradiction of the Four Policeman idea, now happily 
accepted by Stalin because it could mean the Soviet domination of Eastern 
and parts of Central Europe. Similar ominous disagreements arose over the 
Polish question. Warren Kimball has concluded elsewhere that at Teheran, 
FDR, Stalin, and Churchill finally tried “a kind of diplomatic papering over 
cracks in the [Allied] wall.” But the emerging postwar world with all its 
considerable cracks and divisions was difficult to conceal, even as early as 
the fall of 1943.9

Throughout this period, Roosevelt tried to hold to his 1941–1942 vision 
of a Four Freedoms/UN world, then a Three (or Four) Policeman-patrolled 
globe that would meld big power cooperation into a restored and open interna-
tional system whose open-door economy would not be threatened by colonial 
systems. But by 1944, the “cracks” and contradictions began to weaken his 
hold. Within less than two years, FDR’s conception of how the world could 
be reunited and economically reenergized became more scrambled, aimless, 
and confused. Stalin ruthlessly pursued his objectives of a weak (or at least, 
divided) Germany, a Soviet-dominated Eastern Europe, and the recovery of 
the Czar’s long-lost prizes in Asia, especially Manchuria. Churchill, mean-
while, went after a restoration of the British and French colonies, so necessary, 
he fervently believed, for the economic survival of the colonial powers. At the 
same time he made his own deals with Stalin to ensure a British hold on 
strategic parts of the eastern Mediterranean, especially Greece. He also clung 
to the unrequited hope that the cause for which England ostensibly went to 
war, Poland, could somehow remain outside the Soviet empire. Churchill as 
well countered the United States when he, along with his famous economic 
guru, Lord Maynard Keynes, attempted to set up in 1944–1945 an inter-
national commercial system that protected, rather than exploited, a nearly 
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bankrupt Britain. Given Churchill’s relative weakness, when compared with 
his two fellow Policemen in 1945, batting .400 by obtaining two of the five 
was not bad. But his achievement of these two objectives in Asia and the 
eastern Mediterranean ran counter to Roosevelt’s thinking and hence served 
to undermine the president’s concurrent efforts to impose his own Four 
Freedoms/Four Policeman vision on the postwar world.

The president meanwhile obtained a good part of what he wished for in 
the postwar economic system, but by 1946 the final product would not have 
any application to large areas of Communist occupied Europe and Asia. 
He began to see the power of the Policemen, but at least one of them had 
no interest in the Four Freedoms or open economic doors, and the interest 
of another, the British, was, to say the least, greatly qualified. The Fourth 
Policeman, Chiang Kai-shek, survived the war with his country’s longtime 
enemy, Japan, destroyed. But as FDR clearly saw as early as mid-1944, 
Chiang was in no position to act as a U.S. ally or even keep his own country 
together in the face of rising Chinese Communist power. At one point in 
1942–1943, Roosevelt’s worldview even included using China to liberate 
and then oversee the European colonies in Asia so the old colonialism could 
not be restored. Perhaps remembering the 1000 years of wars between the 
Chinese and Vietnamese, which produced more bloodshed than happiness 
for China, Chiang politely declined FDR’s offer.10 The president never found 
another way of taking the colonial areas away from the Europeans. In early 
1945 he quietly surrendered to the French and British in regard to Southeast 
Asia and Hong Kong, largely gave up on Chiang, and tried desperately but 
unsuccessfully to piece together some kind of postwar vision, particularly 
in regard to Eastern Europe, which contained the American principles and 
international vibrancy of his 1941–1943 worldviews but many fewer of the 
contradictions.

Hence, Roosevelt, by 1945, did not have a worldview—no plan B on 
which to fall back. When the assumptions and hopes of his first worldview 
did not work out, he devised another, then another, until they finally tended 
to disappear beneath his post-Yalta generalizations and his recognition of the 
power held by the other two (even three) Policemen who disagreed through-
out the war with the major principles he had so eloquently articulated in the 
early years of the conflict.

FDR was a great wartime leader at home. He also was essential to  holding 
together an ultimately triumphant wartime coalition whose partners during 
the twenty-two years before 1941 had often been at each other’s throats. 
But extending New Deal benefits, Wilsonian democracy, and U.S.-style 
capitalism abroad has not been accepted by some powerful antagonists 
either before 1939 or after 1989. To this day, Americans have had a hard 
time understanding or accepting this. As Eric Alternman, Frank Castiglio, 



225F D R ’ s  W o r l d v i e w s ,  1 9 4 1 – 1 9 4 5

Gary Clifford, William Roger Louis, and Anders Stephanson pointed out 
in their comments at the original conference that gave rise to this book, 
Wilsonianism has so shaped our language and our assumptions for the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries that most Americans are used to hear-
ing and believing that democracy can easily travel; that democratic institu-
tions, such as an independent judiciary, can be established without undue 
difficulties; that other people want to be like Americans—once, as Lloyd 
Gardner has pointed out, the bad people are removed. Driven by this 
impulse, Americans have come to believe, in Wilson’s own phrase, we can 
do no other than to spread American principals throughout the world. This 
is what Randal Woods called the American messianic impulse. But this 
Wilsonian language has turned out not to be a policy, it’s a disease that 
essentially dictates America’s view of the world. And it was a disease that not 
even FDR—searching for a consensus for policies in 1945 he knew would 
not work—was immune to.

FDR may have been more farseeing than his post-1898 predecessors or 
his post-1945 successors. But he, like they, nevertheless learned, often bit-
terly, the limits of American power, both military and diplomatic, during 
wartime.
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Epilogue: 
FDR: Reflections 
on Legacy and 
Leadership—The 
View From 2008
David B. Woolner

On April , 1945, a stunned world learned that Franklin D. Roosevelt 
was dead.1 President for twelve of the most tumultuous years in the  history 
of the United States, it seemed impossible that this strong figure, who 
had become for many the embodiment of the struggle against fascism, 
was no longer there to lead the Allies to final victory. The universal com-
ment among American fighting men, recorded on innumerable occa-
sions, was that FDR’s death was like losing one’s own father. And for the 
men, women, and children on the home front the loss was equally great. 
Thousands upon thousands lined the route of his funeral train as it made 
its way from Warm Springs to Washington and then to Hyde Park. In 
London and the other capitols of Europe, expressions of grief were equally 
intense. Winston Churchill wept as he told the more than two thousand 
people who filled St. Paul’s Cathedral and thousands of others who stood 
outside listening to his memorial service on loud speakers that Roosevelt’s 
death was “a bitter loss to humanity.”2 Churchill expressed an equally pro-
found personal sense of loss in a private note to King George VI, when he 
remarked that with FDR gone “ties have been shorn asunder which years 
had woven.”3 In Moscow FDR was honored as no foreigner had been hon-
ored before—with memorial broadcasts, extensive front-page press cover-
age in the official Soviet press, and with black bordered f lags f lying above 
the Kremlin.4
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Certainly this unprecedented outpouring of grief—matched only by 
Abraham Lincoln’s funeral eighty years before—tells a great deal about 
the quality of FDR’s leadership. Yet it is important to remember that FDR 
was and will always remain a controversial and enigmatic figure. He was 
often—as the chapters in this volume make clear—difficult to read. And the 
principles he professed to follow frequently clashed with the policies he even-
tually pursued. There were, as Walter LaFeber points out, “contradictions” in 
his thinking that are difficult to reconcile: the tension between his belief in 
fundamental human rights and the realities of geopolitics; his need to protect 
American interests while promoting international understanding and coop-
eration; his sense of a world community based on universally shared values 
and aspirations versus the realization that the potent and often pernicious 
forces of nationalism were here to stay. These tensions—and the many others 
he faced—formed the framework within which FDR had to operate. Equally 
important was his realization of the limits of American power, particularly 
military power, in the face of a rapidly changing world. Taken together, these 
tensions and limitations forced FDR to narrow his focus and to concentrate 
on the issues that he believed were fundamental to the preservation of postwar 
peace: Great Power cooperation; the creation of an international institution 
to facilitate that cooperation; a reordering of the world’s economic structure; 
and the continuation of American moral, political, and military leadership in 
the postwar world. In FDR’s view, these were the critical elements necessary 
for the prevention of another, even more cataclysmic, war, and if the achieve-
ment of these fundamental objectives required him to back off or reassess his 
previously held positions, on such an issue as colonialism, for example, then 
perhaps his shift in stance is understandable.

But does this really diminish FDR as a man and as a leader? Does this 
indicate that his convictions were not as strongly held as we might imagine 
or that the private FDR was a much less inspired figure than the public 
FDR? And what about the question of legacy? Did the necessity for him 
to compromise his principles in the face of global political and military 
 reality compromise his legacy as well? I would argue that the short answer 
to these questions—an answer confirmed by many of the observations in 
this book—is no.

Franklin Roosevelt faced a crisis unlike any other in American—or 
world—history. He understood that it was his duty as a leader to inspire the 
American people to live up to their international responsibilities. He also 
understood that if he were successful in convincing the American people 
of the merits of international engagement, the United States, by virtue of 
its enormous—but not unlimited—power, had the potential to reverse the 
tragic events of the 1930s and 1940s by providing the leadership necessary 
to lay the foundations for a better world. Moreover, having lived through 



229R E F L E C T I O N S  O N  L E G A C Y  A N D  L E A D E R S H I P

the Great Depression and the unparalleled violence of World War II, FDR 
understood that the world was in desperate need of serious structural 
reform, reform that would only be possible if he were able to create the 
sort of postwar environment that would allow the United States—under his 
leadership—to advance the causes he cared so deeply about.

Given this reality, FDR found himself having to become a master of 
two tasks simultaneously: the critical need to keep the American people 
and other like-minded individuals around the world inspired and commit-
ted to his progressive ideals, versus the equally difficult and hard hitting 
task of maintaining Great Power cooperation as the Allies made the transi-
tion from coalition warfare to victory. It was this “juggling” of the public 
need to  promote the sorts of progressive values he felt were critical to the 
future, versus the private diplomacy of coalition warfare—along with his 
tendency to keep his thoughts to himself—which at best has rendered his 
legacy  difficult to fathom, and at worst has contributed to the notion that 
FDR was a duplicitous and deceitful figure whose willingness to compro-
mise his principles has rendered them—and his legacy—meaningless. Yet, as 
the chapters in this volume show, it is possible to point to at least five major 
areas or spheres in the political, military-strategic, diplomatic, economic, 
and moral realms where I would argue FDR’s wartime leadership—and 
convictions—had a profound impact on the postwar world.

The first major area involves the political. Here we learn through Alan 
Henrikson’s work, “FDR and the World-Wide Arena,” that FDR literally 
changed the way Americans view the world, taking the American pub-
lic from a hemispheric focus that encouraged the idea that the United 
States, positioned as it was between two oceans, was set apart from the 
other continents, to a global vision (based largely on polar map projections) 
that saw the United States as intimately linked with the rest of humanity. 
Moreover, this shift involved far more than merely a change in the way 
Americans interpret geography or view the placement of North America 
on a map; it also involved a psychological shift that encouraged not only 
“global  thinking on the geographical plane,” but also universal thinking 
on an “ideological plane.” In this sense, Henrikson argues, FDR’s “world 
 picture,” a  picture that he purposefully painted for all those who would 
listen, became a “world philosophy” based on the common aspirations 
of  people everywhere to enjoy a life based on universally shared values, 
values best articulated in his famous Four Freedoms address of January 
1941. Hence the struggle to help America’s allies defeat the Axis on other 
continents became  synonymous with the struggle to defend America and 
American values wherever that need may arise. The two, in short, were 
indistinguishable as it was  impossible in “One World” to separate American 
security needs from those of other peoples.
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Based on these concepts, FDR was able to argue that “isolationism” 
(what Warren Kimball correctly defines as unilateralism or the noninvolve-
ment in the affairs of others) was not only naive but also dangerous, for it 
was imperative in the wake of the twin crises that struck the world in the 
1930s and 1940s for the United States to stay actively engaged with the rest 
of the world.

Closely related to FDR’s conviction that it was impossible for the 
United States to act unilaterally was his conviction that Great Power 
cooperation was essential to the preservation of world peace. This made 
it necessary not only to work with the British, but also to recognize that 
one of the key—if not the key—elements of postwar stability and  security 
lay in cooperation with the Soviet Union. This brought the United States 
head-to-head with the twin realities of Soviet power and its need for 
security, as made manifest in Stalin’s wartime demands for a revision of 
the Soviet Union’s  western borders and for the establishment of friendly 
governments in Eastern and Central Europe after the war. Given FDR’s 
professed  support for democracy and self determination, as articulated 
in the Atlantic Charter, Stalin’s security requirements placed him (and 
Churchill) in something of a dilemma, but as Warren Kimball makes clear 
in “The Sheriffs: FDR’s Postwar World,” Roosevelt’s means of solving this 
dilemma tells us a great deal about his wartime diplomacy, political skills, 
and approach to the postwar world.

First and foremost of course was his conviction that the use of force was not 
an option in dealing with the Soviets because this might lead to a third world 
war. Indeed, direct confrontation or the use of military force to solve a politi-
cal problem was antithetical to Roosevelt’s thinking. So the president opted in 
the short term to do all he could to persuade Stalin to accept the terms of the 
Atlantic Charter via the Declaration of Librated Europe and other provisions, 
while at the same time stressing the need for long-term cooperation. In other 
words, FDR accepted the premise that both during and after the war, it was 
critical to work with rather than against the Soviet Union.

Contrary to later public perceptions, this approach was not based on igno-
rance or naiveté, but rather on the firm recognition that Soviet power was 
here to stay. It was also based on the equally realistic understanding that the 
Great Powers have a need—in Roosevelt’s terms—to feel comfortable in their 
own neighborhoods. Out of these basic ideas flowed the two concepts that 
Kimball argues stood at the base of FDR’s thinking about the postwar world: 
“regionalized cooperative internationalism,” which involved the creation of 
global structure in which the Great Powers—or four  policemen—would 
keep the peace; and “Americanism,” which Kimball defines as “shorthand 
for everything else in Roosevelt’s geopolitical  thinking,” including the 
internationalization of the New Deal, his conviction that leadership and 
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persuasion were the means of creating peaceful relationships, and his calm 
and unshakable belief in the American democratic tradition.

Consistent with FDR’s view that it was imperative to change the way 
Americans viewed their place in the world, as described in Henrikson’s 
 analysis, both these concepts required the American people to reject 
 “isolationism” (Kimball’s unilateralism) and embrace internationalism. 
This meant that the American people had to learn to accept the idea that 
the United States—as one of the four policemen—had no choice but to 
 continue to play a leading role in world affairs, by which FDR meant a firm 
commitment to the United Nations Organization (the institution through 
which FDR expected the Great Powers to cooperate), active involvement 
in the newly created International Monetary Fund and International 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (later the World Bank); and 
 internationally focused engagement on a host of other political and eco-
nomic issues. Given that the United States has stood at the forefront of the 
international community—with one or two notable exceptions—for the 
past sixty years, it seems  reasonable to argue that this commitment to inter-
nationalism has become a permanent fixture of FDR’s wartime leadership, 
and hence one of his most important legacies.

FDR’s belief in the need for American world leadership—a belief that 
greatly intensified with the outbreak of World War II—soon led him to the 
conclusion that it was necessary to develop a new means of developing and 
executing American foreign policy. This realization brings us to the second 
major area where FDR’s wartime leadership has had a profound impact on 
the postwar world—in the military-strategic sphere. In “FDR and the Rise 
of the National Security State,” Mark Stoler shows us that FDR was “deter-
mined to be a very strong and active Commander-in-Chief . . .” As such, he 
made a number of moves to consolidate his leadership of the military. In 
1939, for example, FDR personally selected a new chief of naval operations, 
Admiral Harold R. Stark, and a new army chief of staff, General George C. 
Marshall. He then transferred the offices of the Joint Army–Navy Board, 
within which they served, from the existing Navy and War Departments to 
the newly created Executive Offices of the President. This shift, which was 
carried out so as to create a direct link between the president and his service 
chiefs (thus enabling him to bypass his civilian secretaries of war and navy, 
as well as his secretary of state), created America’s first true national  strategy 
body and rendered the members of the Joint Army–Navy Board (later the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff) “the president’s foremost and immediate strategic 
advisors.” Equally important, it also made FDR “the sole coordinating link 
between U.S. military strategies and foreign policies.”

These moves—and others, such as the creation and expansion of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, the numerous military boards to support this new entity, and 
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the appointment of the first White House Chief of Staff—represented a 
significant consolidation of power inside the White House, a consolidation 
that was carried out by design. They made it possible for the president to 
merge foreign and military policies and to become much more intimately 
involved in the design and development of what we now call “National 
Security Policy.” They also led to a permanent restructuring of America’s 
foreign, intelligence, and military policymaking establishment, formalized 
in the immediate postwar years through the creation of such institutions as 
the National Security Council, the National Security Advisor, the Central 
Intelligence Agency, and the Department of Defense. It is, of course, ironic, 
given FDR’s love of ad hoc arrangements, that the “institutional  revolution” 
that gave rise to this massive national security structure was largely his 
work, but we should not let FDR’s methods conceal his motives. It was his 
strong desire to personally direct U.S. foreign and military policy. Doing 
so, in the midst of a global war, required not only a fundamental shift in 
the U.S. approach to foreign policy and the definition of what it means 
to be “Commander-in-Chief,” but also the creation of a massive national 
security structure to support this new approach. Taken together, these two 
moves—the replacement of traditional foreign policy with the new concept 
of national security policy and the creation of the infrastructure to carry it 
out—stand as one of the most profound legacies of his leadership, a legacy 
that remains largely intact and is with us to this day.

In the diplomatic sphere, where FDR dealt with such issues as colonialism 
and China, his legacy is more ambiguous. On the question of  colonialism, 
this stems in part from the fact that by the end of the war FDR had largely 
given up on the notion of forcing his European Allies to give up their colonial 
possessions in favor of trusteeships. But as Lloyd Gardner argues in “FDR 
and the Colonial Question,” this did not necessarily mean that Roosevelt’s 
antipathy to colonialism had diminished or that he had given up on the idea 
entirety. The problem, of course, is that FDR died before the war in the 
Pacific reached its climax and as such we will never know how he might have 
handled the transition from war to peace in such areas as Vietnam. What is 
clear, however, is Roosevelt’s prescience with respect to the long-term trend: he 
understood that the aspirations of colonial peoples for independence was not 
going to fade away after the war; he also understood that it was in America’s 
best interest to identify itself with these aspirations through such instru-
ments as the Atlantic Charter and the Cairo Declaration. In this sense, one 
could argue that FDR helped accelerate the desire for independence or at the 
very least the promise of  independence among colonial peoples worldwide and 
hence helped precipitate—and  sustain—the largely successful postwar drive 
for the decolonization of Asia and Africa. Certainly, FDR would be happy to 
identify himself with such a legacy, but as Gardner so succinctly points out, 



233R E F L E C T I O N S  O N  L E G A C Y  A N D  L E A D E R S H I P

not necessarily the means by which this goal was often achieved—through 
violence and war, especially violence and war that was perpetuated by the 
United States. It is here that the question of FDR’s death becomes acute, for 
as we now know, a tragic shift occurred when America’s wartime anticolo-
nialism was replaced by postwar anticommunism, as this ultimately led the 
United States to  abandon a pronationalist solution to the question of who 
should govern such areas as Indochina. FDR, in contrast, was not so trou-
bled by ideology—or by the fear of a worldwide Soviet-inspired communist 
conspiracy—and may have been more inclined to work with, rather than 
against, nationalist-communists, be they in Yugoslavia, China, or Vietnam. 
Gardner hints that these twin attributes may have  produced a far different 
postwar scenario had FDR lived, especially in Vietnam, but sadly FDR’s 
untimely death and the onset of the Cold War rendered this hope impos-
sible. Nevertheless, FDR’s willingness to speak openly about the need for the 
European powers to give up their imperial possessions, and his professions 
of support for the aspirations of colonial peoples, does constitute something 
of a legacy, for it helped inspire the belief among the colonial peoples of Asia 
and Africa that change was inevitable and that with or without American 
support the march for national self determination must go forward.

The same prescience that FDR possessed with respect to the issue 
of colonialism can be found in his view of China. He understood that 
China was destined to become one of the world’s leading powers and he 
entertained great hopes that that power might begin to manifest itself in 
the joint American–Chinese struggle against the Japanese during World 
War II. Through Michael Schaller’s work, we know that by 1945 FDR’s 
hopes for China as a wartime ally had all but faded, and that this disil-
lusionment played a major role in FDR’s decision to pressure the Russians 
to invade Manchuria at the Yalta conference. But this did not mean that 
FDR had abandoned his view that China would ultimately achieve Great 
Power status or that she might one day prove useful as a counterweight 
to the expansion of Soviet power in the postwar world. On the contrary, 
FDR well understood the need to keep China engaged and in the war, 
and even after he had abandoned his wartime military aspirations for 
China, he continued to place a great deal of emphasis on U.S.–Chinese 
relations. The problem was that—thanks in large part to the machina-
tions of men like Patrick Hurley—FDR was ultimately persuaded to cut 
all links to the Chinese Communists and deal only with the Chinese 
Nationalist under the corrupt and inept  leadership of Chiang Kai-shek. 
This placed the United States firmly in the Nationalist camp and made it 
much more difficult, if not impossible, for the United States to act as an 
honest broker between the two parties in any potential effort to stave off 
or stop a civil war.5
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Having built up China’s wartime image through numerous references 
to China as a key U.S. ally and one of the Four Policemen who would help 
maintain the peace after the defeat of the Axis, it is not surprising that the 
resumption of the civil war in 1946 and the defeat of the Nationalists at the 
hands of the Communists three years later would be regarded as a major 
blow to U.S. foreign policy. In this sense, one could argue that FDR’s legacy 
with respect to China is negative—particularly in light of the oft expressed 
wartime fear that we might “lose” China as an ally (through a separately 
negotiated Sino–Japanese peace) if we did not make a concerted effort to 
keep her in the war.

But did the Nationalists’ defeat really mean that we had “lost” China? 
Certainly in the geopolitical sense the answer to this question is no. Once 
again, FDR’s basic assumptions were correct, some would say tragically cor-
rect. China—communist or not—was indeed more likely to line up with the 
Americans than with the Soviets in any major showdown among the Great 
Powers, as Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger were to discover some thirty 
years later. China, for good or for ill, would also emerge as one of the world’s 
leading postwar powers, and in spite of the difficulty that the United States 
has had with China in the intervening years (as exemplified in the Korean 
war and elsewhere), it is obvious today that without the engagement of the 
Chinese government on a host of international issues—from the environ-
ment to nuclear proliferation—progress will be difficult if not impossible.

It is perhaps in the fourth area—the economic sphere— that we find 
FDR left the strongest wartime legacy. Indeed the roots of today’s global 
economy come straight out of Roosevelt era, and as Randall Woods indi-
cates, this was no accident. By September 1939, FDR had firmly embraced 
the notion—put forward by U.S. Secretary of State Cordell Hull and 
 others—that the dislocation of trade caused by high tariffs and preferential 
agreements, such as the British system of Imperial Preference, had been a 
major cause of the global economic crisis of the 1930s and the concomi-
tant rise of fascism in Europe and Asia and hence the war itself. Based on 
this analysis, the Roosevelt administration was determined to establish a 
new postwar multilateral trading system based on freer trade and the free 
movement of capital. It was also determined to use the massive economic 
power it accumulated as a result of the war (as exercised through lend lease 
and other forms of wartime aide) to try to force Great Britain—which still 
possessed a vast empire and remained the world’s second largest trading 
nation—to  abandon Imperial Preference and other impediments to freer 
trade,  including the  currency exchange controls in use throughout the ster-
ling area, so as to ensure the success of its postwar economic plans.6

By the summer of 1944, the Roosevelt Administration had tackled the first 
of these two major requirements—the free movement of capital—through 



235R E F L E C T I O N S  O N  L E G A C Y  A N D  L E A D E R S H I P

the successful negotiation of the Bretton Woods agreements, which, among 
other things, called upon Great Britain to accept the full convertibility of 
sterling. British concurrence to the Bretton Woods accords, however, was 
made in the expectation that Great Britain would receive up to an additional 
$7 billion in Lend-Lease aid to help the British make the transition from a 
wartime to a peacetime economy. Franklin Roosevelt was sympathetic to 
the British position and as late as September 1944 had promised Churchill 
an additional $6.5 billion in Lend-Lease aid as the war shifted from Europe 
to the Pacific.7 But the U.S. Congress was not so compassionate, and in the 
months following FDR’s death, the promised aid was converted to a loan 
and cut by roughly half. As Woods notes, the twin blows of reduced aid and 
the forced convertibility of sterling soon led the British into bankruptcy, 
making it much more difficult, if not impossible, for Great Britain to transi-
tion from one trading regime to another.

In the meantime, U.S. efforts to negotiate a truly multilateral trade 
 agreement ran into similar difficulties. Congress may have been willing to 
support a renewal of Hull’s Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act in 1945, but 
the establishment of an international trade regime was another matter.8 This 
skepticism not only made it impossible for the multilateralists within the 
Roosevelt or Truman Administrations to obtain a fully negotiated multi-
lateral trading mechanism during the war, it also rendered it impossible for 
them to achieve it in the immediate postwar years, as made manifest in their 
failure to get Congress to endorse the establishment of an International Trade 
Organization in the late 1940s and early 1950s. But as Woods makes clear, 
the successful negotiation of the General Agreement on Tariff and Trade or 
GATT, which came out of the negotiations for the ITO, and which, like the 
RTAA, was based on reciprocal, rather than across the board, multilateral 
reductions in tariff rates (and hence was much more acceptable to the U.S. 
Congress), was a major success. Taken together, these two  measures—the 
Bretton Woods accords and the GATT—represented a profound change 
in global economic policy that formed the basis for what we now call 
globalization.9

One obvious element of the new global economy is the vast increase in 
air travel, which today allows millions of people worldwide to move about 
the planet. As is the case with the international economic restructuring that 
occurred in the mid- to late 1940s, this expansion of civil aviation owes a 
great deal to the leadership of FDR and his administration. Indeed, as Alan 
Dobson articulates in “FDR and Post-War Commercial Aviation: Legacy or 
Loss?” FDR took a great deal of interest in civil aviation, which is perhaps 
not surprising given his global perspective and his strong belief in the need 
to internationalize key elements of the New Deal, particularly with respect 
to its call for regulated yet nondiscriminatory access to trade and commerce. 
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Under his leadership, the United States embarked on a concerted effort to 
negotiate an international civil aviation agreement with the British, who 
with their enormous empire controlled much of the world’s skies. As was the 
case with the negotiation of a multilateral trade agreement, however, these 
negotiations fell short of their mark, and the two sides were unable to come 
to a complete understanding during the course of the war.

Still, like the failed attempt to establish the ITO, the negotiations 
 themselves proved enormously useful, and in 1946 the two sides were able 
to achieve a compromise settlement on the island of Bermuda, which was 
held up as a model for the rest of the world to follow. Here, the United 
States achieved what Dobson calls “relatively open skies” through a much 
more liberal and internationalist regime than had existed in the prewar 
period. Moreover, although the Bermuda accords fell short of the multilat-
eral regime that the Roosevelt Administration sought, they nevertheless laid 
the basis for a significant expansion of postwar international aviation, an 
expansion which allowed U.S. airlines to thrive.

One question that has persistently plagued historians is whether or 
not FDR’s attempts to reshape American foreign policy in the military, 
 diplomatic, economic, and political spheres described above were essentially 
 reactive or purposeful in nature, and if the latter, whether these efforts, taken 
together, constitute a consistent integrated “worldview.” In other words, was 
FDR guided by an overall vision and does this vision in some way represent 
his greatest legacy?

In struggling with this difficult question, which brings us to our fifth 
area, the moral dimension of FDR’s leadership, Walter LaFeber draws on 
the observations of the other contributors to this book, as well as his own 
profound understanding of the deep currents of American history. Here, 
he notes for example that FDR was unquestionably one of the greatest of 
all war leaders at home—on par with the likes of Washington and Lincoln. 
He was also the key figure in the Grand Alliance and deserves much of 
the credit for holding together “an ultimately triumphant wartime coalition 
whose partners during the twenty two years before 1941 had often been at 
each other’s throats.”

But on the question of FDR’s worldview, LaFeber is less sanguine. He 
concludes that FDR did not have a single worldview, but in fact had mul-
tiple worldviews that changed with the changing circumstances of the war. 
Early in the conflict, for instance, LaFeber insists that FDR’s vision was 
centered on a global extension of the ideas contained in his famous Four 
Freedoms address, complemented by his launching of the United Nations 
ideal in 1942. This was followed in 1943–1944 by his Four Policemen con-
cept, after which FDR turned to the less laudable attempts in 1945 “to cut 
secret deals on territorial boundaries and the compositions of governments 
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of newly liberated areas . . . deals shaped not by the Four Freedoms or United 
Nations principles, but by the realities of Soviet Military power . . .”

LaFeber notes that these “significant shifts” in policy were in many 
ways a natural reaction to the shifting circumstances and “overwhelming 
 problems” of a global war, all of which made it very hard for the presi-
dent to maintain a workable, ongoing, realistic worldview. But other factors 
were at play as well, including FDR’s tendency to make himself the “sole 
 coordinating link” between “military options and foreign policy objectives,” 
alluded to in Stoler’s work, as well as the absence of the State Department 
in the  formulation of most policy—an absence that ultimately meant 
“there was no institutionalized foreign policy establishment, no viable set 
of institutions for evaluating, vetting, concluding and implementing foreign 
policies.” This left only the president, whose ability to conceptualize and 
articulate larger ideas, unfortunately, did not result in the establishment of 
the type of integrated foreign policy framework that could realize his Four 
Freedoms dream. By 1945, this inability to translate his larger ideas into 
tangible policy meant that for practical purposes FDR ended the war (and 
his life) without a coherent worldview in place.

This may be a harsh judgment, but LaFeber’s assessment of FDR’s lack 
of a consistent worldview brings up another important question—a ques-
tion that David Reynolds wrestles with in the opening chapter of this book. 
To what extent is history and legacy shaped by historians and the histori-
cal actors themselves? Or, to put it another way, is our assessment of FDR 
 somehow clouded by the immediate postwar polemics that guided much of 
the writing of history in the first decade after the war?

In this fascinating examination of history and memory, Reynolds argues 
that many of the issues and positions staked out in the first postwar decade—
from the controversy swirling over the attack on Pearl Harbor to the decision 
to drop the atomic bomb—have shaped historical debate ever since. In light 
of this, Reynolds reminds us that in any attempt to assess FDR’s legacy, it 
is important for the contemporary historian to consider how the historical 
image of Roosevelt’s war leadership took shape in this critical period. Here, we 
learn for example that the publication of the official State Department record 
on the Yalta Conference (Foreign Relations of the United States, or FRUS) 
was hurriedly pushed through in the early 1950s by a Republican controlled 
Congress and White House that in the wake of the 1948 electoral defeat 
had decided to adopt a partisan approach to foreign policy, which included 
the charge that the Democrats had “lost China” in 1949 and “appeased” 
the Soviet Union at Yalta. As a consequence the FRUS volume on the Yalta 
Conference (which tended to support the position that FDR did not cave in 
to the Russians) was published in 1955, but with the Democrats regaining 
control of both houses in January of the same year, further publication of the 
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official wartime conferences was delayed. This meant that for a considerable 
period the FRUS volume on Yalta stood alone. One result, Reynolds argues, 
is that historical writing on wartime diplomacy—and the public interpreta-
tion of that diplomacy—has continued to focus more on the Yalta conference 
than is historically justified, as we now know from our examination of the 
documentary record of the wartime summit meetings that the Tehran con-
ference, for example, was far more substantive and important.

The same type of shift in emphasis has had a similar influence on our 
interpretation of Anglo-American strategy regarding the opening of a 
 second front in Europe; the debate over the Pearl Harbor attack and the 
“end” of isolationism; the doctrine of unconditional surrender and treat-
ment of the Axis; and the decision to drop the atomic bomb. In all of these 
areas, numerous factors came to play in the writing and recording of these 
events—partisan politics, contemporary diplomacy, the intensification of 
the Cold War, even the desire to take advantage of lucrative publishing 
contracts. No doubt, the same types of influences continue to play their 
part in our own interpretation of the past, for as Reynolds reminds us, the 
“light of history is, of course, ever-changing.”

* * *

So where does this leave the legacy of Franklin Roosevelt? Sixty plus years 
after his death, can we speak of a consistent and meaningful legacy? Are 
there any threads that run through all the facets of his policies and thinking 
that do indeed add up to a thematic whole? The chapters in this book cer-
tainly point toward a number of consistent themes that taken together form 
the basis of his thinking and his legacy.

First and foremost was FDR’s desire to be the “sole coordinating link” in 
the design and execution of U.S. foreign and military policies. This desire to 
place himself at the helm of all facets of the decision-making process has led 
to a significant expansion of presidential power in the execution of American 
foreign policy, which has rendered it much easier for the  president as the 
“Commander-in-Chief” to commit American forces to battle without a con-
gressional declaration of war. This may not have been FDR’s intent, but 
it nevertheless stands as one of the consequences of his leadership. It has 
also led to replacement of traditional foreign policy with the new concept 
of National Security Policy and the development of a massive bureaucratic 
infrastructure to support it. Viewed from the perspective of sixty plus years, 
we can now see that the creation of this national security infrastructure 
and FDR’s tendency to concentrate the decision-making  process inside the 
White House has frequently resulted in the marginalization of the State 
Department in the formulation of U.S. foreign policy. LaFeber is correct 
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when he argues that this tendency carries a certain element of risk—as 
numerous events since 1945 have shown—but it was FDR’s intent to carry 
out this concentration of power and it remains a key characteristic of the 
contemporary office of the Presidency.

Second, and equal in importance, was FDR’s desire to destroy what at 
the time was called “isolationism” (unilateralism). FDR firmly believed in 
the value of American leadership—especially if that leadership was being 
carried out under his tenure. It was critical, therefore, to change the way the 
American people perceived their position in the world—not as an isolated 
or insulated continent, but as an entity physically and philosophically con-
nected to the rest of humanity. Closely linked to this change in perception 
was his realization that the one sure means to keep the peace was to facili-
tate Great Power cooperation. This also required American leadership—and 
hence a commitment to internationalism on the part of the American  people, 
which made it doubly important that he characterize America’s  commitment 
to the world community in terms that the American people would accept 
and understand, through such concepts as the Four Freedoms and the build-
ing of an international organization—the United Nations—that would help 
realize the twin dreams of peace through Great Power cooperation and the 
steady expansion of human rights.

Third was his conviction that colonialism was doomed and consigned to 
the past. Much like his efforts to convince the American people to embrace 
internationalism, this required the public identification of the United States 
as being in step with the march of history—even though the need for Great 
Power cooperation, which by definition had to take precedence over colo-
nialism, sometimes required the American Government to quietly and per-
haps temporarily acquiesce in the continuation of colonial regimes. The 
same recognition of historical inevitability of the demise of colonialism led 
FDR to argue that China must ultimately be regarded as one of the world’s 
Great Powers—a great power that must be reckoned with, and which, if 
handled correctly, would more often than not align itself with American as 
opposed to Soviet interests.

Fourth was his firm belief in the need to reorder the world economic order 
so as to improve America’s and the world’s standard of living. This was nec-
essary not only to prevent a reversion to economic nationalism at home—
which might precipitate a return to the hated policy of “isolationism”—but 
also as a means to prevent a renewal of the  antidemocratic conditions that 
gave rise to fascism in Europe and Asia prior to the war. The  subtext of 
this effort, and in many respects one of the most important subtexts of 
the war—and of this book—was the need to get the British to go along 
with the American economic agenda (which included an element of 
 anticolonialism, since colonial empires tended to restrict access—especially 
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American access—to trade and raw materials). American willingness to 
use its economic power as leverage in this effort renders the notion of a 
 “special relationship” more complex and difficult than might be immedi-
ately apparent—especially in light of the rhetoric of Winston Churchill and 
others who, as David Reynolds reminds us, were the first interpreters of the 
history of the war.

Finally, there is FDR’s belief in moral leadership. Here, it seems reason-
able to argue that in spite of the difficulties FDR experienced in trying to 
formulate and execute a consistent worldview—thanks in large part to the 
vagaries of war—FDR nevertheless believed and understood that in the long 
term, the ability of the United States to secure a safe and productive place for 
itself in the world depended not on military or economic power or the com-
bination of the two, but rather on moral persuasion. On the ability of the 
American government and people to articulate and promote the sorts of val-
ues that all peoples—“everywhere in the world”—could embrace. Indeed, 
without such moral underpinnings, FDR knew that military and economic 
power were ultimately useless. Surely this is a lesson, and a legacy, that can 
serve as an enduring light to illuminate our way forward for the future.
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