What steps led to American participation in World War II7

“Fight for Freedom” rally at New York's Madison Square Garden, complete
with a patriotic variety show entitled “T’s Fun to Be Free” The rally ended by
demanding an immediate declaration of war against Germany.

PEARL HARBOR

Until November 1941, the administration’s attention focused on Europe. Butat
the end of that month, intercepied [apanese messages revealed that an assault
in the Pacific was imminent. No one, however, knew where it would come. On
December 7, 1941, Japanese planes, launched from aircraft carriers, bombed
+he naval base at Pearl Harbor in Hawati, the first attack by a foreign power
on American soil since the War of 1812. Pearl Harbor was a complete and
devastating surprise. In a few hours, more than 2,000 American servicemen
were killed, and 187 aircraftand 18 naval vessels, including 8 battleships, had
been destroyed or damaged. By astroke of fortune, no aircraft carriers—which
would prove decisive in the Pacific war—happened to be docked at Pearl
Harbor on December 7.

To this day, conspiracy theories abound suggesting that FDR knew of the
attack and did nothing to prevent it so as to bring the United States into the
war. No credible evidence supports this charge. Indeed, with the country
drawing ever closer to intervention in Europe, Roosevelt hoped to keep the
peace in the Pacific. But Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, who saw the
president after the attack, remarked that he seemed calm—"his texrible moral
problem had been resolved.” Terming December 7 “a date which will live in
infamy;” Roosevelt asked Congress for a declaration of war against Japan. The
combined vote in Congress was 477 in favor and 1 against—pacifist Jeanette
rankin of Montana, who had also voted against American entry into World

“ War L The next day, Germany declared war on the United States. America had
finaily joined the largest warin human history.

THE WAR IN THE PACIFIC

World War II has been called a “gross national product war,” meaning that
its putcome turned on which coalition of combatants could outproduce the
other. In retrospect, it appears inevitable that the entry of the Umited States,
with its superior indusirial might, would ensure the defeat of the Axis powers.
But the first few months of American involvement witnessed an unbroken
string of military disasters. Having eatlier occupied substantial portions of
French Indochina (now Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia), Japan in early 1942

conquered Burma (Myanmar) and Siam (Thailand). Japan also took control

of the Dutch East Indies (Indonesia), whose extensive oil fields could replace
supplies from the United States. And it occupied Guam, the Philippines, and
other Pacific islands. At Bataan, inthe Philippines, the Japanese forced 78,000
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American and Filipine troops to lay down their arms—the largest surrenderin
American military history. Thousands perished on the ensuing "death march”
to a prisoner-of-war camp, and thousands more died of disease and starvation
after they arrived. At the same time, German submarines sank hundreds of
Allied merchant and naval vessels during the Battle of the Atlantic.

Soon, however, the tide of battle began to turn. In May 1942, in the Battle
of the Coral Sea, the American navy turned back a Japanese fleet intent on
attacking Australia. The following month, it inflicted devastating losses on
the Japanese navy in the Battle of Midway Island. These victories allowed
American forces to launch the bloody campaigns that one by one drove the
Japanese from fortified islands like Guadalcanal and the Solomons in the
western Pacific and brought American troops ever closer to Japan.

THE WAR IN EUROPE

In November 1942, British and American forces invaded North Africa and by
May 1943 forced the surrender of the German army commanded by General
Erwin Rommel. By the spring of 1943, the Allies also gained the upper hand
in the Atlantic, as British and American destroyers and planes devastated the
German submarine fleet. But even though Roosevelt was committed to liber-
ating Europe from Nazi control, American troops did not immediately become

involved on the European continent. Aslate as the end of 1944, more American

military personnel were deployed in the Pacific than against Germany. In July
1943, American and British forces invaded Sicily, beginning the liberation
of Ttaly. A popular uprising in Rome overthrew the Mussolini government,
whereupon Germany occupied most of the country. Fighting there raged
throughout 1944.

The major involvement of American troops in Europe did not begin until
June 6, 1944. On that date, known as D-Day, neaxly 200,000 American, British,
and Canadian soldiers under the command of General Dwight D. Fisenhower
landed in Normandy in northwestern France. More than a million troops
followed them ashore in the next few weeks, in the most massive sea—land
operation in history. After fierce fighting, German armies retreated eastward.
By August, Paris had been liberated.

The crucial fighting in Europe, however, took place on the eastern front, the
scene of an epic struggle between Germany and the Soviet Union. More than
3 million German soldiers took part in the 1941 invasion. After sweeping
through western Russia, German armies in August 1942 launched a siege of
Stalingrad, a city located deep inside Russia on the Volga River, This proved to
be a catastrophic mistake. Bolstered by an influx of military supplies from the
United States, the Russians surrounded the German troops and forced them
to surrender. Some 8oo,00c Germans and 1.z million Russians perished in

FIGHTING WORLD WAR II
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Maost of the land fighting in Europe during World War II took place on the eastern front
betureen the German and Soviet armiies.

the fighting. The German surrender at m.mmms%.mm in FHEm.JN 1943 marked the
turning point of the European war. Combined with a Russian 529% at Wﬁmw
six months later in the greatest tank battle in history, the campaign in the
east devastated Hitler’s forces and sent surviving units on a long retreat back
toward Germany. . -

Of 13.6 million German casualties in World War 11, 10 5555” came on
the Russian front. They represented only part of the war’s vast toll in human
lives. Millions of Poles and at least 2¢ million Russians, Eoﬁd@ many more,
perished-—not only soldiers but civilian victims of starvation, disease, and
massacres by German soldiers. After his armies had penetrated eastern
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Europe in 1941, moreover, Hitler embarked on the "final solution”—the mass
extermination of “undesirable” peoples—Slavs, gypsies, homosexuais, and,
above all, Jews. By 1945, 6 million Jewish men, women, and children had died
in Nazi death camps. What came to be called the Holocaust was the horrify-
ing culmination of the Nazi belief that Germans constituted a “master race”
destined to rule the world. -

THE HOME FRONT

MOBILIZING FOR WAR

At home, World War II transformed the role of the national government. FDR
created federal agencies like the War Production Board, the War Manpower
Commission, and the Office of Price Administration to regulate the allocation
of labor, control the shipping industry, establish manufacturing quotas, and
fix wages, prices, and rents. The number of federal workers rose from 1 millien
to 4 million, part of a tremendous growth in new jobs that pushed the unem-
ployment rate down from 14 percent in 1940 to 2 percent three years later.

The government built housing for war workers and forced civilian indus-
tries to Tetool for war production. Michigan’s auto factories now turned out
trucks, tanks, and jeeps for the army. By 1944, American factories produced
a ship every day and a plane every five minutes. The gross national product
rose from $g1 billion to $214 billion during the war, and the federal govern-
ment's expenditures amounted to twice the combined total of the previous
150 years. The government marketed biilions of dollars worth of war bonds,
increased taxes, and began the practice of withholding income tax-directly
from weekly paychecks. Before the war, only the 4 million wealthiest Ameri-
cans paid income taxes; by 1945, more than 40 million did so. The govern-
ment, one historian writes, moved during the war from “class taxation” to
“m.ass taxation.”

BUSINESS AND THE WAR

The relationship between the federal government and big business changed
dramatically from the days of the Second New Deal. “If you are going to go to
war in a capitalist country,” observed Secretary of War Henry Stimson, “you
had better let business make money out of the process.” As corporate execu-
tives flooded into federal agencies concerned with war production, Roosevelt
offered incentives to spur production—low-interest loans, tax concessions,
and contracts with guaranteed profits. The great bulk of federal spending went
to the largest corporations, furthering the long-term trend toward economic
concentration. By the end of the war, the 200 biggest industrial companies
accounted for almost half of all corporate assets in the United States.

THE HOME FRONT

M-5 tanks on the asserbly line at a Detroit Cadillac plant, in a 1942 photograph. During the
war, General Motors and other automakers produced vehicles for the armed forces vather than

cars for consumers.

Americans marveled at the achievements of wartime manufacturing.
Thousands of aircraft, 100,000 armored vehicles, and 2.5 million trucks rolled
off American assembly lines, and entirely new pro ducts like synthetic rubber
replaced natural resources now controlled by Japan. Qoﬁggmﬁ.m@osmgmm
scientific research pexrfected inventions like radar, jet engines, and early com-
puters that helped to win the war and would have a large impact on postwar
life. These accomplishments not only made it possible to win a two-front war
but also helped o restore the reputation of business and businessmen, which
had reached a low point during the Depression.

Federal funds reinvigorated established manufacturing areas and created
entirely new industrial centers. World War il saw the West Coast emerge as a
focus of military-industrial production. The government invested billions of
dollars in the shipyards of Seattle, Portland, and San Francisco and in the m.ﬁm&
plants and aircraft factories of southern California. By the war's end, Califor
nia had received one-tenth of all federal spending, and Los Angeleshad become
the nation’s second largest manufacturing center. Nearly 2 million Americans



How did the United States mobilize economic resources and
promote popular support for the war effort?
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THE HOME FRONT

‘moved to.California for jobs in defense-related industries, and millions more
passed through for military training and embarkation to the Pacific war.

In the South, the combination of rural out-migration and government
investment in military-related factories and shipyards hastened a shift from
agricultural to industrial employment. During the war, southern per capita
income rose from 60 percent to 7o percent of the national average. But the
South remained very poor when the war ended. Much of its rural population
still lived in small wooden shacks with no indoor plumbing. The region had
only two cities—Houston and New Orleans—with populations exceeding
500,000. Despite the expansion of war production, the South’s economy still
relied on agriculture and extractive industries—mining, lumber, oil—or
manufacturing linked to farming, like the production of cotton textiles.

LABOR IN WARTIME

Organized labor repeatedly described World War II as a crusade for freedom
that would expand economic and political democracy at home and abroad
and win for unions a major voice in politics and industrial management.
During the war, labor entered a three-sided arrangement with government
and business that allowed union membership to soar to unprecedented levels.
In order to secure industrial peace and stabilize war procuction, the federal
government forced reluctant employers to recognize unions. In 1944, when
Montgomery Ward, the large mail-order company, defied a pro-union order,
the army seized its headquarters and physically evicted its president. For
their part, union leaders agreed not to strike and conceded employers’ right to
“managerial prerogatives” and a “fair profit.”

Despite the gains produced by labor militancy during the 19308, unions
only became firmly establisked in many sectors of the economy during World
War IL By 1945, union membership stood at nearly 15 million, one-third cfthe
non-farm labor force and the highest proportion in American history. But if
labor became a partner in government, it was very much a junior partner. The
decline of the New Deal, already evident in the late 1930s, procesded during
the war. Congress continued to be dominated by a conservative alliance of
Republicans and southern Democrats. They left intact core New Deal pro-
grams like Social Security but eliminated agencies thought to be controlled
by leftists, including the Civilian Conservation Corps, National Youth Admi-
nistration, and Works Progress Administration. Congress rejected Roosevelt’s
call for a cap on personal incomes and set taxes on corporate profitsat a level
far lower than FDR requested. Despite the “no-strike” pledge, 1943 and 1944
witnessed numerous brief walkouts in which workers protested the increas-
ing speed of assembly line production and the disparity between wages frozen
by government order and expanding corporate profits.

FIGHTING FOR THE FOUR FREEDOMS

Previous conflicts, including the Mexican War and World War I, had deeply
divided American society. In contrast, World War 1l came to be remembered as
the Good War, a time of national unity in pursuit of indisputably rioble goals.
But all wars require the mobilizaticn of patriotic public opinion. By 1940, “To
sell goods, we must sell words” had become a motto of advertisers, Foremost
among the words that helped to “sell” World War If was “freedom.”

Talk of freedom pervaded wartime America. To Roosevelt, the Four Free-
doms expressed deeply held American values worthy of being spread world-
wide. Freedom from fear meant not only a longing for peace but a more
general desire for security in a world that appeared to be out of control.
Freedom of speech and religion scarcely required detailed explanation. But
their prominent place among the Four Freedoms accelerated the process by
which First Amendment protections of free expression moved to the center of
Americans' definition of liberty. In 1941, the administration celebrated with
considerable fanfare the zsoth anniversary of the Bill of Rights {the first ten
amendments to the Constitution). FDR described their protections against
tyrannical government as defining characteristics of American life, central to
the rights of “free men and free women.” in 1943, the Supreme Court reversed
a 1940 Tuling and, on First Amendment grounds, upheld the right of Jehovah's
Witnesses to refuse to saluie the American flag in public schools. The deci-
sion stood in sharp contrast to the coercive patriotism of World War1, and it
affrmed the sanctity of individual conscience as a bedrock of freedom, evenin
times of crisis. The justices contrasted the American system of constitutional
protection for unpopular minerities with Nazi tyranny.

FREEDOM FROM WANT

The “most ambiguous” of the Four Freedoms, Fortune magazine remarked,
was freedom from want. Yet this “great inspiring phrase,” asa Pennsylvania
steelworker put it in a letter to the president, seemed to strike the deepest
chord in a nation just emerging from the Depression. Roosevelt initially-
meant it to refer to the elimination of barriers to international trade. But he
quickly came to link freedom from want to an economic goal more relevant
to the average citizen—protecting the future “standard of living of the
American worker and farmer” by guaranteeing that the Depression would
not resume after the war. This, he declared, would bring “real freedom for the
common man.”

When Norman Rockwell’s paintings of the Four Freedoms first appeared in
the Saturday Evening Post, each was accompanied by abrief essay. Three of these
essays, by the celebrated authors Stephen Vincent Benét, Booth Tarkington,
and Will Durant, emphasized that the values Rockweil depicted were essen-
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tially American and the opposite of those of the Axis powers. For Freedom from
Want, the editors chose an unknown Filipino poet, Carlos Bulosan, who had
emigrated to the United States at the age of sixteen. Bulosan’s essay showed
how the Four Freedoms could inspire hopes for a better future as well as
nostalgia for Rockwell’s imagined small-town past. Bulosan wrote of those
Americans still cutside the social mainstream—migrant workers, cannery
laborers, black victims of segregation—for whom freedom meant having
enough to eat, sending their children to school, and being able to “share the
promise and fruits of American. life” :

THE OFFICE OF WAR INFORMATION

The history of the Office of War Information (OWT), created in 1942 to mobilize
public opinion, illustrates how the political divisions generated by the New
Deal affected efforts to promote the Four Freedoms. The liberal Democrats
who dominated the OWT’s writing staff sought to male the conflict “a‘people’s
war' for freedom.” The OWT feared that
Americans had only a vague under
standing of the war’s purposes and that
the populace seemed more fervently
committed to paying back the Japanese
for their attack on Pearl Harbor than
ridding the world of fascism. They uti-
lized radio, film, the press, and other
media to give the conflict an ideologi-
cal meaning, while seeking to avoid
+he nationalist hysteria of World War L

Wartime mobilization drew on
deep-seated American traditions. The
portrait of the United States holding
aloft the torch of liberty in a world
overrun by oppression reached back
at least as far as the American Revolu-
tion. The description of a world half
slave and half free recalled the Great
Emancipator. But critics charged that
the OWT seemed most interested in
promoting the definition of freedom
Roosevelt had emphasized during the
19308. One of its first pamphlets listed
as elements of freedom the right to a
job at fair pay and to adequate food,

BMERICANS

One of the patriotic war posters issued by the

support for the war.

will always fight for liberly

Office of War Information during World War I
linking modern-day soldiers with patriots of the
American Revolution as fighters for freedom, a
major theme of government efforts to mobilize

&oﬁﬁbm. shelter, and medical care. Concerned that the OWI was devoting
as much time to promoting New Deal social programs as to the war effort,
Congress eliminated most of its funding.

THE FIFTH FREEDCM

After Congress curtailed the OWI, the “selling of America” became over-
whelmingly a private affair. Under the watchful eye of the War Advertising
Council, private companies joined in the campaign tc promote wartime patri-
otism, while positioning themselves and their brand names for the postwar
world. Alongside advertisements urging Americans to purchase war bonds,
guard against revealing military secrets, and grow “victory gardens” to allow
food to be sent to the army, the war witnessed a burst of Emmmwmmm. EmHWmEmw
advertisers’ definition of freedom. Without directly criticizing Roosevelt, they
repeatedly suggested that he had overlooked a fifth freedom. The National
Association of Manufacturers and individual companies bombarded Ameri-
cans with press releases, radio programs, and advertisements attributing the
amazing feats of wartime production to “free enterprise.”

Americans on the home front enjoyed a prosperity many could scarcely
remember. Despite the rationing of scarce consumer items like coffee, meat,
and gasoline, consumers found more goods available in 1944 than when
the war began. With the memory of the Depression still very much zalive,
businessmen. predicted a postwar world filled with consumer goods, with
“freedom of choice” among abundant possibilities assured if only private
enterprise were liberated from government controls. One advertisement for
Royal typewriters, entitled “What This War Is All About,” explained that vic-
tory would “hasten the day when you ... can once more waik into any store
in the land and buy anything you want.” Certainly, ads suggested, the war did
not imply any alteration in American institutions. “I'm fighting for freedom,”
said a soldier in an ad by the Nash-Kelvinator Corporation. “So don't anybody
tell me I'll find America changed.”

WOMEN AT WAR

During the war, the nation engaged in an unprecedented mobilization of
“womanpower” to fill industrial jobs vacated by men. OWTI publications
encouraged women te go to work, Hollywood films glorified the independent
woman, and private advertising celebrated the achievements of Rosie the
Riveter, the female industrial laborer depicted as muscular and selfreliant
in Norman Rockwell's farous magazine cover. With 15 million men in the
armed forces, women in 1944 made up more than one-third of the civilian
labor force, and 350,000 served in auxiliary military units.

Even though most women workers still labored in clerical and service jobs,
new opportunities suddenly opened in industrial, professional, and govern-



