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“To Err Is Truman”
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The 1948 Election
(844)
Truman is aggressive, gutsy, links Soviet threat to need for a strong president, fierce fighter, loyal to Roosevelt’s legacy
Harry Truman virtually unknown, very unpopular during first year
Task of demobilizing troops and stabilizing the economy overwhelms president’s administration, trouble convincing others of sincerity
“Bring the Boys Home” movement starts when Truman sends more troops to Philippines, causes him to promise rapid demobilization
Demand for consumer items outruns supply, causes inflation and a large black market, business profits skyrocket along with prices
Truman vetoes bill to extend wartime controls over prices

Many labor strikes, workers want profits from war production, employers want to slash wages in fear of depression-level profits
Truman wants to induct strikers into army, take over mines, Senate rules down idea 70-13
Many of Truman’s bills are defeated, Employment Act of 1946 is one of the only ones passed, created Council of Economic Advisors to formulate policies for maintaining unemployment, attempt is a failure
By 1946, popularity is 32%, Republicans gain majorities in House and Senate, begin undoing New Deal, pass amendment establishing a two-term limit for presidency
Republicans prepare attack on organized labor, by this time union membership tops 15 million, 40% of wage earners are in unions
Taft-Hartley Act (Labor-Management Relations Act) passed in 1947
Outlaws parts of Wagner Act, mandates 80-day cooling-off period after strikes that compromise national safety and health
Taft-Hartley Act makes establishment of unions much more difficult
Truman vetoes the act, but Congress overrides and he ends up invoking the act against strikers, Democrats urge him to resign
Democrats approach election as opportunity to campaign for their own post-New Deal agenda, form Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), moved to reorient breaking Democratic Party
Truman divides liberal community, by late 1946 has forced out remaining social planners and New Dealers
Fires Henry A. Wallace for advocating conciliatory policy to Soviets

Wallace runs for president as candidate for Progressive Party, ex-vice-president of Roosevelt, vows to expand New Deal programs, move towards full employment, racial equality, work in harmony with Soviets
Cold war ruins Wallace’s chances, Democrats call Progressive Party a “tool of the communists”, attacks take toll on campaign
Truman repositions himself to discredit congressional Republicans, calls for federal funds for education and nat’l medical insurance knowing they will be shot down so he can show voters
The Fair Deal
(845)
Second tactic backfires, issues executive order desegregating army and banning discrimination in federal civil service, endorses racial equality
Gov. J. Strom Thurmond form States’ Rights (“Dixiecrat”) party in response, loses more support from Democrats
Fear of Republicans wins back labor support, Berlin airlift buoys popularity, Truman deprives Wallace of his liberal support
Truman wins election 303-189, Democrats gain majority in both houses
Lays out domestic agenda in 1949, “every individual has right to expect a fair deal from the Government”, conservative Democrats and Midwestern Republicans defeat most of president’s plans
National Housing Act passed in 1949, funds low-income housing, increases minimum wage to 75 cents, expands Social Security program
Truman seems to lose interest in liberal agenda as cold war is priority
Fair Deal exalts economic growth as mechanism for social harmony and national welfare, insists on expanding foreign trade
Federal expenditures 7 times greater than during New Deal era
Administration uses threat of military confrontation to increase defense budget, by end of second term accounts for 10% of gross nat’l product
Anti-communist crusade at home strengthens war program
Why does Truman win the election of 1948?
Although Truman is heading toward the path of destruction during the build-up to the election of 1948, he is able to make some important moves that help him to easily take the presidency. Organized labor, afraid of what would happen to them if a Republican president were to become elected, threw their votes behind Truman. The airlift in Berlin also helped to boost his popularity. By enacting a more progressive agenda during the end of his term, he also managed to deprive Wallace of his liberal support. Despite failed tactics such as his order to desegregate the army and ban discrimination in federal civil service, he was able to beat Dewey 303-189 in the electoral college.
