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274 Major Probiems in American History

The wartime faith in economic growth led, in other words, to several develop-
ments of great importance to the future of American liberalism. It helped relegitimize
capitalism among people who had, in the 1930s, developed serious doubts about its
viability. It helped rob the “administrative” reform ideas of the late 1930s—the belief
in ever greater regulation of private institutions—aof their urgency. It helped elevate
Keynesian ideas about indirect management of the economy to the center of reform
hopes. And it made the idea of the welfare state—ofl Soci Security and public
works and other social welfare efforts—come to seem a part of the larger vision of
sustaining economic growth by defining welfare as a way 1o distribute income and
stimulate purchasing power. It helped channel American liberalism into a new, less
confrontational direction—a direction that would produce fewer clashes with capi-
talist institutions; that tried to define the interests of capitalists and the interests of the
larger public in identical terms; that emphasized problems of consumption over
problems of production; that shaped the liberal agenda for more than a generation
and helped shape the next great episode in liberal policy experiments: the Great
Society of the 1960s.

World War I1 had other important and more purely ideological effects on Amer-
ican liberalism—some of themin apparent conflict with others, but all of them im-
portant in determining the permissible range of liberal aspirations for the postwar
era. First, the war created, or at least areatly reinforced, a set of anxieties and fears
that would become increasingly central to liberal thought in the late 19405 and
1950s. It inflamed two fears in particular: a fear of the state and a fear of the people.
Both were a response, in large part, to the horror with which American liberals (and
most other Americans as well) regarded the regimes the United States was fighting
in World War IL. Both would be sustained and strengthened by the similar horror
with which most Americans came to view the regime the nation was beginning to
mobilize against in peacetime even before the end of the war: the Soviet Union,

The fear of the state emerged directly out of the way American liberals {and
the American people generally) defined the nature of their enemy in World War I1.
During World War I many Americans had believed the enemy was a race, a people:
the Germans, the beastlike “Huns,” and their presumably savage culture. In World
War Il racial stereotypes continued to play an important role in portrayals of the
Japanese; but in defining the enemy in Europe—always the principal enemy in the
1940s to most Americans—the government and most of the media relied less on
racial or cultural images than on political ones. Wartime propaganda in World War
[T did not personify the Germans and Italians as evil peoples. It focused instead on
the Nazi and fascist states,

The war, in other words, pushed a fear of totalitarianism (and hence a general
wariness about excessive state power) to the center of American liberal thought. In
particular, it forced a reassessment of the kinds of associational and corporatist
arrangements that many had found so attractive in the aftermath of World War 1.
Those, after all, were the kinds of arrangements Germany and Ttaly had claimed to be
creating. But it also created a less specific fear of state power that made other kinds
of direct planning and management of the economy of sociely seem unappealing as
well. “The rise of totalitarianism,” Reinhold Niebuhr noted somberly in 1945, “has
prompted the democratic world to view all collectivist answers to our social prob-
lems with increased apprehension.” Virtually all experiments in state supervision of
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private institutions, he warned, contained “some peril of compounding nré:c:.mn E:_,
political power.” Hence “a wise community will walk warily and test the effect of
each new adventure before further adventures.” To others the lesson was even starker.
Any steps in the direction of state control of economic institutions were (to use the
::m of Friedrich A. Hayek’s celebrated antistatist book of 1944) steps along “the
road to serfdom.” This fear of the state was one of many things that lent strength to
the emerging Keynesian—welfare state liberal vision of political economy, with its
much more limited role for government as a manager of economic behavior.

Along with this fear of the state emerged a related fear: a fear of “mass politics™
or “mass man”; a fear, in short, of the people. Nazi Germany, facist Italy, even the
Soviet Union, many liberals came to believe, illustrated the dangers inherent in :.m..ﬁ-
ing the people to control their political life. The people, the “mass,” could too n‘&,:_w_
be swayed by demagogues and tyrants. They were too susceptible to _,Et,mm_m to their
passions, to the dark, intolerant impulses that in a healthy society remained largely
repressed and subdued. Fascism and communism were not simply the ﬁ_.ca_._n_x.cj__n
state or of elite politics, many liberals believed; they were the products _.”u» mass
movements, of the unleashing of the dangerous and irrational impulses within every
individual and every society.

This fear of the mass lay at the heart of much liberal cultural and intellectual
criticism in the first fifteen years after World War II. Tt found expression in the
writings of Hannah Arendt, Theodor Adorno, Richard Hofstadter, Lionel Hl:ﬂm«
Daniel Bell, Dwight Macdonald, and many others. Like the fear of the ,»,.::m‘_é.q:
which it was so closely associated, it reinforced a sense of caution and restraint in
liberal thinking; a suspicion of ideology, a commitment to pragmatism, a wariness
about moving too quickly to encourage or embrace spontaneous popular move-
ments; a conviction that one of the purposes of politics was to defend the state
against popular movements and their potentially dangerous effects.

There were, in short, powerful voices within American liberalism LE.wz_m and
immediately after World War II arguing that the experience of the war had intro-
duced a dark cloud of doubt and even despair to human society. A world that could
produce so terrible a war; a world that could produce Hiroshima, Z.p_m,mzzr.m. the
Katyn Forest, Auschwitz; a world capable of profound evil and inconceivable de-
struction: such a world, many American liberals argued, must be forever regarded
skeptically and suspiciously. Humankind must move cautiously into its uncertain
future, wary of unleashing the dark impulses that had produced such horror. _

Some liberal intellectuals went further. Americans, they argued, must resist
the temptation to think of themselves, in their hour of triumph, as a chosen _u.csEo,
No people, no nation, could afford to ignore its own capacity for evil. Reinhold
Niebuhr spoke for many liberals when he wrote of the dangers of the “deep layer of
Messianic consciousness in the mind of America™ and warned of liberal culture’s

“inability to comprehend the depth of evil to which individuals and Q:E::.:_,:nz
may sink, particularly when they try to play the role of God in history.” Americans,
he said, would do well to remember that “no nation is sacred and unique. . . . Prov-
idence has not set Americans apart from lesser breeds. We too are part of history’s
seamless web.” .

But Niebuhr's statements were obviously written to refute a competing assump-

tion. And as it suggests, there was in the 1940s another, very different ideological
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