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Implementing Grand Economic Change: A 150-Year
Narrative

A mass meeting of Britain’s Anti-Corn Law League in early 1846 drew thousands of citizens to demand repeal of
protectionist grain tariffs. The League’s innovative grassroots campaign would become a template for enacting
sweeping economic reform 1 2 .

In democratic, capitalist nations, bold economic transformations are seldom spontaneous. They are won
through persuasion, politicking, coalition-building, and institutional maneuvering by determined leaders
and movements. Over the past 150 years, societies have repeatedly reinvented their political economy -
from the triumph of free-trade liberalism in the 19th century, to the Progressive Era’s regulatory reforms,
the New Deal's reconstruction of capitalism, the Bretton Woods creation of a new global order, the late-20th-
century neoliberal turn, and the onrush of globalization. Each pivot was contentious. Each demanded
practical strategies to overcome legislative resistance, public skepticism, and bureaucratic inertia. This
narrative nonfiction account tells the stories of those pivotal shifts - focusing on how real actors, from
presidents and prime ministers to activists and international institutions, managed the complex work of
enacting grand economic change in democratic systems. It is a chronicle of how change happens: how
messaging galvanizes public support, how unlikely coalitions form, how political deals get struck, and how
institutions are leveraged or remade to serve new purposes. The through-line is a kind of practical playbook
gleaned from history - the art and craft by which visionary reformers have turned bold ideas into reality.
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Classical Liberalism Ascendant: Free Markets and the Repeal of the
Corn Laws

In the mid-19th century, classical economic liberalism - the creed of free markets, free trade, and limited
government - achieved a sweeping triumph in Britain that would reverberate across the democratic world.
This victory was anything but inevitable. It required years of relentless messaging and popular agitation,
strategic alliances between new industrial interests and urban labor, and bold political maneuvering within
Parliament. The iconic culmination came in 1846 with the repeal of Britain's Corn Laws - tariffs on grain that
had long protected landed aristocrats at the expense of rising industrialists and the urban poor 3 4 .The
repeal of the Corn Laws was more than a singular policy change; it symbolized the ascendancy of laissez-faire
liberalism and the arrival of a new economic order. How was it achieved in a democratic context? The story
offers a case study in effective economic reform tactics.

The fight against the Corn Laws was spearheaded by the Anti-Corn Law League (ACLL), perhaps the first
modern grassroots pressure group. Formed in 1839, the League pioneered techniques that would become
standard for reform movements thereafter 5 6 . Its leaders, the cotton manufacturer Richard Cobden
and orator John Bright, understood that to overcome the entrenched power of the landed gentry in
Parliament, they had to rally the wider public and build a broad coalition. The ACLL's messaging framed the
Corn Laws as unjust aristocratic protection that kept food prices high for working people. Cobden and
Bright shrewdly cast protectionism as “a tool of repression used by the aristocracy to retain their privileged
position over the masses,” sparking popular outrage at a system seen to favor landlords over everyone else
7 . This moral narrative - free trade as the people’s cause - helped unite disparate groups (urban workers,
middle-class merchants, industrial factory owners) under a common demand for “cheap bread.”

Tactically, the League flooded the country with information and propaganda. It was the first organization of
its kind to employ an astonishing range of popular campaigning techniques 6 . League operatives
organized mass meetings in city halls and public squares, sometimes attracting thousands. They gathered
petition signatures by the hundreds of thousands to present to Parliament 2 . The ACLL published a
weekly newspaper, distributed countless pamphlets and books explaining the merits of free trade, and even
penned catchy anti-Corn Law songs to spread their message in taverns and music halls 8 . By the
mid-1840s, the League employed hundreds of paid agents who crisscrossed the country giving speeches -
effectively a traveling propaganda army supplementing its vast volunteer base 8 . “Every voter in the
country received a packet of publications promoting the merits of free trade,” one contemporary account
noted, as the League undertook an unprecedented mass-education campaign on economic policy 9 . All of
this was backed by substantial funding from industrialists who had a direct stake in ending grain tariffs; by
1845 the League was “the most well funded and sophisticated political organisation in Britain,”
bankrolled by leading manufacturers 10 . In short, the ACLL harnessed money, media, and the energies of
ordinary citizens to shift public opinion. It made the cause of free trade a populist crusade.

Crucially, the League also took the battle into the electoral arena. Frustrated with tepid support from the
opposition Whigs, ACLL activists began running their own pro-free-trade candidates for Parliament 11 12,
Cobden himself won a seat in the Commons in 1841, giving the movement an insider voice. The League
identified target constituencies and worked to register sympathetic voters - a novel tactic at the time -
aiming to build a voting bloc strong enough to tip Parliament toward repeal ¢ . This pressure was not lost
on Sir Robert Peel, the Conservative Prime Minister. Peel was a pragmatist who came to accept the logic of
free trade (and the reality of a devastating Irish potato famine that made cheap grain a humanitarian
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imperative). In a dramatic political maneuver in 1846, Peel shocked his own Tory party by proposing repeal
of the Corn Laws. Knowing most of his landed Tory colleagues would rebel (as they did), Peel quietly forged
a cross-party coalition: he relied on support from the pro-trade Whig opposition and the few
Conservatives influenced by the ACLL to push the repeal bill through 13 . Peel's conversion “was achieved in
1846" despite ferocious resistance from his erstwhile allies, and it “was a triumph for the
manufacturers... against the landed interests,” as Britannica notes 3 . Peel effectively sacrificed his
party (the Conservative Party split and Peel lost his leadership) in order to deliver the policy he came to
believe was vital for Britain's future. This was high-risk institutional maneuvering - the head of government
defying his base - made possible only because the public campaign had altered the political calculus. Peel
himself credited Cobden’s persuasive agitation for laying the groundwork 13 .

When the repeal passed, it marked the decisive victory of classical liberal economics in Britain. It ushered in
an era of low tariffs and Britain's embrace of nearly unilateral free trade in the mid-19th century. That
outcome rested on the practical efforts of the ACLL: mobilizing public opinion, using modern propaganda,
creating electoral pressure, and forging strange-bedfellow alliances. As historians observe, the League
“captured the public imagination and [became] the most influential pressure group of its time,”
demonstrating that even entrenched interests could be beaten by a savvy mass movement 4 . The lesson
for reformers was clear. If one could win the battle of ideas in public - making the moral and practical case
for change - and if one could organize voters to hold politicians accountable, then even a democratic
legislature stacked with vested interests might yield. The free-trade victory in Britain would inspire liberals
in other countries and set the stage for the next major confrontations in democratic capitalism, as the
unbridled laissez-faire age produced its own excesses and reactions.

The Progressive Era: Reformers Tame Laissez-Faire Capitalism

By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the pendulum of capitalism swung to another extreme.
Industrialization in the United States and Western Europe had created giant corporate monopolies
(“trusts”), gross economic inequalities, labor exploitation, and political corruption. The Progressive Era
(roughly 1890s-1920s) was a transatlantic wave of reform that sought to tame these excesses through
regulation, antitrust enforcement, social legislation, and more active government. If classical liberalism had
been about freeing markets from aristocratic control, progressivism was about restraining markets to
protect the public. Implementing progressive change, however, meant challenging powerful business
interests and their allies in government. The experience of the United States - and in particular the
presidency of Theodore Roosevelt (1901-1909) - illustrates how reformers succeeded through masterful
messaging, public pressure, and coalition-building even within a traditionally pro-business party.
Roosevelt's crusade for a “Square Deal” for the common citizen, and his willingness to use executive power
in novel ways, permanently altered the relationship between the state and the economy.

Theodore “Teddy” Roosevelt assumed the U.S. presidency in 1901 after an assassin’s bullet felled President
McKinley. At just 42, brimming with energy and moral fervor, Roosevelt became the embodiment of
progressive leadership. He understood that enacting reforms required overcoming the inertia of his own
Republican Party (many of whom were friendly to big business) and the limits of the Constitution. His
solution was to make the presidency itself a platform for change - what he famously called the “bully
pulpit.” (In TR’s Victorian slang, “bully” meant “excellent” or “first-rate,” so a bully pulpit was an unbeatable
platform from which to preach.) “I suppose my critics will call that preaching, but I have got such a bully
pulpit!” Roosevelt exclaimed with glee 15 . And preach he did. Roosevelt was a genius at publicity and
understood the new power of the mass media (newspapers and magazines) to shape public opinion 16 . He
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cultivated journalists and used sensational exposés by “muckrakers” (investigative reporters) to build
popular momentum for reforms 17 . When corporate abuses were laid bare in print - from unsanitary
meatpacking plants to monopolistic railroad rates - TR would seize on the public outcry to demand
government action. In this way, he harnessed media-driven messaging as a lever against legislative
resistance. By appealing directly to the people, he could pressure Congress from outside.

One of Roosevelt's earliest tests came with the Northern Securities case. In 1902 his administration sued
to break up Northern Securities, a giant railroad trust controlled by financier J.P. Morgan, using the Sherman
Antitrust Act. This was shocking - previous presidents had barely enforced the antitrust law. The lawsuit
“sent shockwaves through the business community,” signaling that Roosevelt would not give monopolies
free rein despite being a Republican 18 . When the Supreme Court upheld the trust-busting suit in 1904, it
was a major victory that put big business on notice 1 20 . Importantly, Roosevelt choreographed the
messaging around these fights. He portrayed his actions not as anti-business per se, but as pro-public
interest. He distinguished between “good” corporations and “bad” ones, asserting that government’s role
was to ensure fair play. His slogan became the “Square Deal” - the idea that every American (rich or poor,
powerful or humble) deserved fair treatment. The Square Deal rhetoric helped build a broad coalition for
reform, including middle-class voters tired of railroad monopolies and even moderate businesspeople who
preferred reform to radical alternatives.

Time and again, Roosevelt demonstrated practical tactics to get results. When conservative senators tried to
water down his railroad regulation bill (the Hepburn Act of 1906) by inserting clauses favorable to the
railroads, TR took an unprecedented step: he “took his case to the people,” launching a speaking tour
across the country to rally public support for the stricter version of the law 21 . The pressure worked -
wavering senators yielded, and the Hepburn Act passed, greatly strengthening the Interstate Commerce
Commission’s ability to set railroad rates 22 . It was, as one account notes, “one of the first times a
President appealed directly to the people” to overcome a recalcitrant legislature 23 . Roosevelt essentially
used popular opinion as a bargaining chip in congressional negotiations: he could say to lawmakers, I
have the people behind me. This ability to mobilize voters, thanks to his bully pulpit and charisma, was a
critical Progressive-Era innovation in governance.

Another celebrated example came during the Coal Strike of 1902. When 100,000 coal miners walked off the
job demanding better wages and hours, the country faced a winter without heating fuel. Previously,
presidents had reflexively sided with owners in strikes (often sending troops to break strikes). Roosevelt did
the opposite. He invited both mine owners and union leaders to the White House to mediate. When the
owners refused to negotiate, Roosevelt didn't hesitate to get tough: he warned he would deploy the U.S.
Army not to crush the strike, but to seize and operate the mines on behalf of the public 2¢ 25 . This
astonishing threat - effectively using executive power to nationalize an industry temporarily - jolted the
owners into talks. The resulting settlement gave miners a wage increase and shorter hours, while Roosevelt
trumpeted that both labor and capital had received a “square deal” 26 . Here was institutional maneuvering
par excellence: TR found a creative (some said unconstitutional) way to intervene in a private dispute for the
public good. He expanded the conception of presidential power by acting as an impartial broker - backed
by the implicit might of the state - in an economic conflict. The public loved it. Roosevelt's bold action in the
coal crisis averted disaster and showed millions of ordinary Americans that the government could stand up
to wealthy interests on their behalf 27 .

Roosevelt's successes laid groundwork that extended beyond his tenure. He legitimized progressive
governance and emboldened Congress to pass reforms. By 1906, inspired by muckraking revelations,
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Congress enacted the Pure Food and Drug Act and Meat Inspection Act to protect consumers (with
Roosevelt's strong backing) 28 29 . He created new federal agencies (like the Department of Commerce
and Labor) to oversee corporate practices 28 . He also pioneered conservation policy, using executive
orders to create national parks and wildlife refuges over opposition from mining and timber interests 30

31 . In all this, Roosevelt had to cajole, horse-trade, and sometimes bully his own party’'s conservatives. He
learned to compromise when necessary - for instance, he toned down some demands to keep moderate
Republicans on board for the 1904 election 32 33 | Yet he was willing to break with his party if principle
required. Indeed, after leaving office, feeling his Republican successor Taft had betrayed progressive ideals,
Roosevelt ran for president again in 1912 as a third-party Progressive (the “Bull Moose” Party). That bid
failed, but it forced both parties to reckon with progressive ideas.

The Progressive Era saw parallel efforts in other democracies - from Britain's Liberal reforms (old-age
pensions, labor rights, etc.) to social legislation in Germany and beyond. Notably, in Britain a showdown in
1909-1911 between the reforming Liberal government of H.H. Asquith/David Lloyd George and the
Conservative-dominated House of Lords echoed the dynamic of reformers versus entrenched elites. Lloyd
George's “People’s Budget” of 1909 introduced taxes on the wealthy to fund social welfare; the aristocratic
Lords vetoed it. The Liberals responded with a campaign rallying public opinion against the Lords’
obstruction. Ultimately, they persuaded King George V to threaten to create enough new pro-reform peers
to swamp the House of Lords - a constitutional weapon of last resort 34 35, Faced with that drastic step,
the Lords relented, passing the budget and the Parliament Act 1911, which permanently curbed their veto
power. This was institutional maneuvering at the highest level - essentially threatening to reconfigure an
institution (the Lords) to break a legislative logjam. It succeeded without needing to actually carry out the
threat. The pattern was familiar: progressive change required bending or bypassing entrenched structures,
often through creative use of executive or popular authority.

By the 1910s, many progressive reforms had become law. In the U.S., Woodrow Wilson’s presidency (1913-
1921) continued the trend with measures like the Federal Reserve Act (creating a central bank to stabilize
the economy) and the Clayton Antitrust Act (strengthening antitrust enforcement). Wilson too had to
balance between the left and right wings of his party and used public appeals to push through controversial
measures (for example, he toured the country to build support for tariff reduction and the new income tax).
The Progressive Era thus offers a rich “playbook” of tactics: naming and shaming abuses to build public
support; co-opting segments of the opposition (Roosevelt co-opted enough Republicans, Lloyd George co-
opted the King) to isolate the hardliners; using threats of structural change (whether TR’s threat to seize
mines or the Liberals’ threat to flood the Lords) to break stalemates; and institutionalizing reforms via new
agencies and laws. The result was a redefined capitalist order - one in which unbridled laissez-faire was
moderated by regulatory states, and where the principle took hold that government bore responsibility for
curbing the excesses of markets in the public interest.

The New Deal: Remaking American Capitalism in Crisis

If the Progressive Era was a gradual reformist wave, the New Deal of the 1930s was a seismic shock - a
rapid, experimental restructuring of the economy in response to the worst crisis capitalism had ever faced:
the Great Depression. Implemented by President Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR), the New Deal (1933-1939)
fundamentally transformed the role of the U.S. federal government, introducing social safety nets, financial
regulations, public works programs, and pro-labor policies on an unprecedented scale. Achieving all this
required extraordinary political skill. FDR confronted not only an economic collapse but also fierce
opposition from conservative lawmakers, the business elite, and even the Supreme Court. His success owed
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much to masterful messaging (inspiring hope and trust among a desperate public), bold executive
action and improvisation, deft coalition-building within his diverse Democratic Party, and readiness to
confront or circumvent institutional barriers (including a controversial attempt to overhaul the Supreme
Court). The New Deal became a template worldwide for social-democratic reform - and a case study in how
leadership can drive through grand change in a democracy when the normal rules are upended by crisis.

Franklin Roosevelt took office in March 1933 amid economic ruin: one in four Americans unemployed, banks
failing daily, industrial output halved from four years prior. In his inaugural address, FDR famously asserted,
“the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” signaling his aim to restore confidence. But rhetoric alone
would not reopen banks or feed families. Roosevelt's approach was to act swiftly and broadly, trying a
flurry of measures to provide relief, recovery, and reform. In the frenzied first months - the legendary
“Hundred Days" - FDR pushed an avalanche of bills through Congress, which, desperate to act, granted him
wide latitude. To enable this, Roosevelt and his advisors presented the crisis as akin to war: he “invoked the
‘analogue of war™ to prod Congress into cooperative frenzy 36 37 . The result was a spree of lawmaking
that fundamentally altered American economic life. For example, within days FDR declared a national bank
holiday to stop panic withdrawals. He summoned Congress to pass emergency banking legislation
essentially overnight. Lawmakers “enacted, nearly sight unseen, the President’s banking proposal,” which
provided for federal audits and support of banks 38 39 . Then, in one of his brilliant messaging strokes,
Roosevelt went on nationwide radio on March 12, 1933 - the first “fireside chat” - to explain in plain
language how the banks would be made safe and to urge people to trust and re-deposit their money. The
effect was electric: after months of terror, millions of Americans felt reassured by the President’s calm voice
coming into their living rooms. In the weeks following FDR's radio appeal, deposits flowed back and the
banking panic subsided - nearly $1 billion returned to bank vaults, reflecting a remarkable restoration of
public faith 38 40 . This episode underscored the power of direct communication in enacting change. By
building public trust through his fireside chats, FDR gave himself and Congress breathing room to
implement drastic measures. Throughout his presidency, Roosevelt would use these radio talks to cultivate
popular support for his policies and to counter critics - effectively bypassing hostile newspapers and
speaking straight to millions of citizens. It was a new model of presidential leadership, leveraging emerging
media to sustain a reform mandate.

FDR's Democratic Party at the time included an unlikely coalition: Southern conservative Democrats,
Northern urban ethnic machines, farmers, labor unions, and progressive intellectuals - groups with often
divergent interests. Roosevelt's political genius was in holding this coalition together (mostly) by giving each
faction some of what it needed, while also appealing to the wider public’s desire for bold action. For
instance, to satisfy Southern Democrats (many of whom were segregationists and wary of federal
interference), certain early New Deal programs like the farm subsidies of the Agricultural Adjustment Act
were administered in ways that local (white) authorities controlled, and some labor and welfare laws initially
excluded categories of workers (like farm laborers and maids, heavily African American) so as not to upset
the Southern racial order. These compromises were morally troubling but reflected coalition management -
FDR calculated that securing Southern votes for the New Deal was worth the concessions, lest the entire
program collapse 41 42 . At the same time, Roosevelt actively courted labor unions and urban workers
by promoting pro-labor legislation. In 1935, when he sensed popular agitation rising from the left (with
demagogues like Huey Long and Father Coughlin demanding more radical measures), FDR embarked on a
“Second New Deal"” - a sweeping set of reforms that included the Wagner Act to empower labor unions and
the creation of Social Security for the elderly 43 44 These had been stalled in Congress until FDR,
bolstered by public clamor, declared them must-pass laws 44 45 . By embracing much of the progressive
left's agenda in 1935, Roosevelt undercut more extreme challengers (Huey Long's “Every Man a King"
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movement fizzled after Long’'s assassination) and re-energized his base ahead of the 1936 election 46 47 .
Thus, he co-opted potential opposition by absorbing its ideas - a coalition strategy that brought labor and
liberal reformers firmly into the Democratic fold. The result was an electoral juggernaut: FDR won re-
election in 1936 in one of history’s biggest landslides, claiming a mandate to continue the New Deal.

Winning over or neutralizing Congress was one thing; institutional resistance also emerged from the
judiciary. The Supreme Court - dominated by conservative justices - struck down several New Deal laws in
1935-36 (notably the National Recovery Act and the original Agricultural Adjustment Act) as
unconstitutional 46 41 . Roosevelt grew increasingly frustrated that a narrow Court majority could unravel
policies passed by overwhelming democratic majorities during an emergency. After his 1936 re-election,
FDR took the most audacious (and controversial) step of his presidency: he proposed to “reform” the
Supreme Court by adding additional justices. Under the plan, for every sitting justice over age 70 (of whom
there were six), the President could appoint a new, younger justice - up to six extra seats 48 49 . Ostensibly
this was to ease the workload on elderly judges, but everyone understood the real aim was to create a pro-
New Deal majority. This “court-packing” plan provoked a political firestorm. Even many of FDR's allies felt it
smelled of executive overreach, potentially upsetting constitutional checks and balances 50 51 . The press
and opposition blasted Roosevelt for trying to become a dictator 50 . Sensing trouble, some Democratic
senators balked. Yet in a curious twist of fate, Roosevelt's mere threat of reconstituting the Court may have
achieved his goal without actually being enacted. In spring 1937, as the court-packing bill was being debated,
the Supreme Court suddenly began upholding key New Deal measures (in what journalists dubbed “the
switch in time that saved nine") 52 53 . One older justice unexpectedly switched his voting alignment and a
conservative justice announced his retirement, allowing FDR to appoint a friendly replacement. By the time
the court bill came to a vote, the immediate crisis had passed - the New Deal's cornerstone laws (like Social
Security and the Wagner Act) were now deemed constitutional, and the makeup of the Court was shifting
organically. Congress shelved the court-packing plan; Roosevelt had “lost the battle but won the war” as he
put it, since never again would the Court strike down New Deal programs 54 55 . Scholars agree a
“Constitutional Revolution” of 1937 took place: essentially, the Supreme Court, whether bowing to political
pressure or evolving on its own, accepted a broad expansion of federal power in economic matters 55 .
Roosevelt's brinkmanship thus succeeded in its ultimate aim - securing the legal foundation for the New
Deal - even though the method stirred lasting controversy. The episode is a classic study in executive-
legislative-judicial dynamics: FDR sought to bend an institution to his will; the institution bent just enough
on its own to render the effort moot. Arguably, the mere specter of reform (and Roosevelt's huge electoral
mandate) was sufficient to influence the Court’s behavior.

Through such episodes, the New Deal permanently enlarged the scope of American governance. By 1939,
the U.S. had federal bank deposit insurance, stock market regulation (via the new SEC), massive public
works infrastructure built by agencies like the WPA, legal protections for labor unions and a government-
mediated system of collective bargaining, the Social Security system providing pensions and unemployment
insurance, and a host of new federal boards and corporations managing agriculture, housing, electricity,
and more. To achieve this, Roosevelt relied on an extraordinary team of advisers (“Brain Trusters”) and
administrators who generated ideas and administered programs 56 57 . He deliberately encouraged
internal debate among aides with clashing views - a kind of competitive brainstorming that gave him
multiple options to choose from 57 . This sometimes made the New Deal seem chaotic or contradictory, but
it also meant FDR could pivot policies when something didn't work (for instance, after early efforts to
centrally plan industrial recovery faltered, he shifted focus to stimulating consumer demand and
empowering labor). This pragmatic, experimental ethos - “try something, if it fails, admit it and try
another” - was core to FDR's method 58 . It allowed the New Deal to adapt and endure. And crucially,


https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=government%3A%20the%20United%20States%20Supreme,from%20within%20the%20government%E2%80%94revealed%20that
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=legitimately%20worried%20that%20the%20Court,presidential%20election%20came%20into%20view
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=government%3A%20the%20United%20States%20Supreme,from%20within%20the%20government%E2%80%94revealed%20that
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=the%20May%201935%20Schechter%20decision%2C,presidential%20election%20came%20into%20view
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=The%20Supreme%20Court%20topped%20FDR%27s,best%20hope%20was%20for%20the
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=match%20at%20L558%20membership%20of,press%20erupted%20in%20fury%2C%20denouncing
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=membership%20of%20the%20Court%2C%20adding,press%20erupted%20in%20fury%2C%20denouncing
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=justices%20on%20the%20Court%2C%20giving,press%20erupted%20in%20fury%2C%20denouncing
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=membership%20of%20the%20Court%2C%20adding,press%20erupted%20in%20fury%2C%20denouncing
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=match%20at%20L564%20expected%20the,though%2C%20with%20good%20reason%2C%20that
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=expected%20the%20bill%20to%20pass,though%2C%20with%20good%20reason%2C%20that
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=saved%20nine.,though%2C%20with%20good%20reason%2C%20that
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=match%20at%20L568%20though%20he,this%2C%20the%20Court%20has%20not
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=match%20at%20L568%20though%20he,this%2C%20the%20Court%20has%20not
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=Lifting%20America%20out%20of%20the,these%20advisers%20were%20political%20liberals
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=With%20this%20collection%20of%20advisers%2C,policy%20and%20politics%2C%20of%20his
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=With%20this%20collection%20of%20advisers%2C,policy%20and%20politics%2C%20of%20his
https://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/domestic-affairs#:~:text=governance,failure%20and%20try%20something%20else

Roosevelt maintained public confidence throughout (his personal popularity was immense, even during
setbacks), which gave him leverage over Congress. When critics accused him of going too far toward
socialism, he countered by assailing the “economic royalists” - the wealthy business elites who opposed
him - thus framing the battle as common people vs. privileged few. In his 1936 Democratic convention
speech, FDR thundered that these economic royalists were united in “unanimous hate” for him, and "I
welcome their hatred!” This populist appeal neutralized the well-funded propaganda of groups like the
American Liberty League - an anti-New Deal organization of conservative Democrats and businessmen
(funded by du Pont and General Motors executives among others) that had decried the New Deal as a step
toward fascism or communism 59 60 . The Liberty League distributed pamphlets warning that Social
Security “would ‘mark the end of democracy,” and that other reforms smacked of tyranny 60 . Yet
Roosevelt's deft political messaging blunted these attacks. He painted the Liberty League as a cabal of
oligarchs, out of touch with the needs of ordinary Americans, and he sustained the impression that his
administration - far from radical - was saving American capitalism, not destroying it. Indeed, one of his
advisors quipped that FDR was like the populist Emperor Napoleon III: he stole the conservatives’ thunder
by implementing enough reform to stave off real revolution.

The New Deal's legacy in the U.S. was a redefined social contract - capitalism with safety nets and
collective bargaining - and an expectation that government would act to ensure economic stability and
fairness. Politically, it forged the long-lasting New Deal Coalition of Democrats (urban workers, minorities,
farmers, etc.) that dominated Congress for decades. The New Deal also inspired similar policies abroad.
Across the Atlantic, after World War II, many European democracies built welfare states and mixed
economies akin to the New Deal model. Britain's Labour government in 1945, for example, created the
National Health Service and nationalized major industries, completing a social-democratic transformation
that paralleled Roosevelt's interventions (with far less opposition given the war’s leveling effect). Even in the
U.S., the New Deal realignment endured so strongly that when Republican Dwight Eisenhower became
President in 1953, he did not attempt to undo Social Security or labor laws - on the contrary, he expanded
some New Deal programs (such as unemployment benefits) and maintained high taxes on the rich. “Should
any political party attempt to abolish Social Security, unemployment insurance, and eliminate labor laws,”
Eisenhower wrote in 1954, “you would not hear of that party again.” In short, the New Deal consensus was
entrenched.

Yet the consensus would not remain unchallenged. By the late 20th century, new economic turmoil and
ideological currents were poised to upend the New Deal/Progressive Era settlement. But before that
paradigm shift came, the world would see one more grand act in the mid-century: the construction of a
new international economic order out of the rubble of depression and war.

Bretton Woods and the Postwar Order: Building Institutions for a
New Global Era

Even as FDR was battling the Depression at home, he and other Allied leaders were already thinking beyond
immediate crises toward the shape of the post-World War II global economy. Their conclusion was bold:
nothing less than a new international economic architecture was needed to prevent a return of the
disastrous economic nationalism of the 1930s, which had deepened the Depression and helped fuel
militarism. The answer took form in the Bretton Woods Conference of July 1944, where delegates from 44
Allied nations gathered in a New Hampshire mountain resort to design the institutions and rules that would
govern postwar finance and trade. The resulting Bretton Woods system - including the creation of the
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International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, and later the General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade (GATT) - underpinned a generation of prosperity and globalization. But it was not birthed easily.
To bring it into being, statesmen had to bridge deep national interests (particularly between the U.S. and
U.K.), sell the plan to often-skeptical legislatures and publics, and set precedents for pooling sovereignty in
economic affairs. The Bretton Woods saga is a story of intensive negotiation and coalition-building
among nations, astute messaging about the link between economic cooperation and peace, and creative
institutional design to embed new norms. It also illustrates how U.S. leadership, with deft domestic political
strategy, can drive international change.

By the early 1940s, the lessons of the interwar years were painfully clear to policymakers like U.S. Secretary
of State Cordell Hull and British economist John Maynard Keynes. The 1930s had seen countries respond
to economic collapse by raising tariffs, blocking currency exchange, and forming discriminatory trading
blocs - beggar-thy-neighbor policies that “helped destabilize the international environment without
improving the economic situation” 61 62 . In other words, economic isolationism had led to misery and
conflict. Thus, as war raged, Allied planners developed a vision that free trade and monetary cooperation
must underpin the postwar peace 63 64 . This principle was enshrined as early as August 1941 in the
Atlantic Charter signed by FDR and Winston Churchill, which explicitly committed both nations to seeking a
freer, fairer global trading system after the war 64 65  In 1942, as part of U.S. Lend-Lease aid to Britain, the
U.K. had to agree to measures aimed at eliminating imperial trade preferences and reducing tariffs -
essentially accepting that its protectionist Commonwealth arrangements would be dismantled in favor of a
multilateral system 66 67 . This was a major concession by Britain, extracted by U.S. negotiators as a
condition for wartime assistance. It showed coalition-building at work: the United States was leveraging its
economic power to forge a consensus (or at least a bargain) with the British on postwar economic rules. It
also indicated the messaging frame both nations would use: that an open world economy was not just
economically sound but a guarantor of peace and “social security” for all 64 . President Roosevelt and
others frequently argued that a stable, liberal economic order would prevent another rise of extremist
regimes.

In this spirit, American and British experts began drafting concrete plans for new institutions as early as
1942. Two intellectual giants led the effort: Keynes for the U.K., and Harry Dexter White (a senior U.S.
Treasury official) for the U.S. Both envisioned an entity to provide financial assistance to countries in
balance-of-payments trouble, so that short-term liquidity crunches wouldn’t force nations into the kind of
desperate measures seen in the 1930s 68 69 . But their plans differed. Keynes, representing war-weakened
Britain, wanted a very large global stabilization fund with easy credit and a new international currency (the
“bancor”); White, representing ascendant America, wanted a smaller fund with stricter rules and the U.S.
dollar as anchor. These differences could have sunk the project, but after exhaustive bilateral and
multilateral talks through 1943 and 1944, compromise was reached 70 71 | The path to Bretton Woods
required skilled negotiation: the U.S. conceded some issues (e.g. slightly looser credit limits) while Britain
conceded more (accepting the dollar/gold as the basis of the system rather than an independent bancor).
Smaller Allied nations also had a say - 44 nations attended the conference - but the U.S. and U.K. effectively
steered it. Keynes's charisma and White's doggedness kept the conference together through technical
wrangling and occasional outbursts. In the end, the Bretton Woods agreements created: (1) the
International Monetary Fund, tasked with overseeing a fixed exchange-rate system centered on the U.S.
dollar (convertible to gold) and lending short-term funds to countries under pressure 72 73 ; and (2) the
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (World Bank), to finance postwar rebuilding
and development 74 75 . These institutions were radical at the time - never before had sovereign nations
pooled resources in this way to manage global economic stability. The negotiators were essentially
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inventing a new layer of governance. To gain support, they pitched these institutions as insurers of national
prosperity: by stabilizing exchange rates and providing emergency credit, the IMF would allow countries to
avoid the “beggar-thy-neighbor” chaos of depression, thus protecting jobs and trade 63 67, The World
Bank was sold as a tool to rebuild war-torn regions (initially Europe) and promote development, which
would expand markets for all. In short, the messaging was optimistic and internationalist: economic
cooperation would yield peace and plenty, versus the protectionism that yielded war and want.

Of course, signing an international agreement is only half the battle; it must be ratified at home. Here the
United States' role was pivotal. As the world's upcoming economic superpower and creditor, U.S.
participation was essential for Bretton Woods to work. In July 1945, after Germany’'s surrender, the U.S.
Congress took up the Bretton Woods Agreements. Despite some isolationist rumblings, Congress approved
U.S. entry into the IMF and World Bank by that summer - a remarkably fast timeline 76 . This success was
partly due to the administration’s conscious effort to frame Bretton Woods as an extension of American
values and a necessary step to avoid repeating the mistakes after World War I. Memories of the U.S.
rejection of the League of Nations in 1919 loomed; Roosevelt (who died in April 1945, just before
ratification) and President Harry Truman were determined to avoid a similar defeat. They and their allies in
Congress emphasized that Bretton Woods was fundamentally about protecting American prosperity: U.S.
exports had flourished in the late 1940s under the stable dollar-based system, and disorder abroad could
wreck the domestic economy. In essence, proponents argued that joining the IMF and World Bank was an
act of enlightened self-interest. This argument carried the day. In a bipartisan vote - Republicans and
Democrats both saw the wisdom - Congress passed the Bretton Woods Agreements Act and the institutions
formally came into being in December 1945 76 ., The U.S. thus bound itself to a multilateral economic
framework, marking a historic shift from its interwar unilateralism. Meanwhile, other countries also ratified,
though with varying enthusiasm. (Keynes had to sell a somewhat humiliating deal to the British Parliament:
Britain got an American loan and IMF membership, but at cost of dismantling sterling trade preferences. It
passed, but underscored Britain's reduced postwar leverage.)

If Bretton Woods established the financial pillars of the new order, the trade pillar took a more circuitous
path. Free trade had been a core Allied goal - indeed, the U.S. sought a comprehensive International Trade
Organization (ITO) to complement the IMF and World Bank. Negotiations for the ITO charter (the Havana
Charter of 1948) aimed to reduce tariffs and set rules for global commerce. However, this ambitious plan
ran into political roadblocks, particularly in the U.S. Senate. Despite agreement by 53 countries, “strong
opposition in the U.S. Congress meant that the ITO never came into existence” 77 78 . American lawmakers
balked at ceding too much sovereignty over trade policy and at some provisions favoring full employment
policies. In the absence of the ITO, countries fell back on a provisional agreement reached in 1947: the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The GATT slashed many tariffs and, as a stopgap, set
basic rules for commercial relations, intended to last until the ITO was established 79 80 . Since the ITO died,
the GATT became the de facto trade institution for decades, organizing successive rounds of tariff-cutting
that steadily liberalized world trade 77 81 .In a way, this outcome illustrates a pragmatic adaptation: when
a grand institutional vision failed politically, a more modest arrangement (the GATT) was salvaged to keep
progress alive. The lesson here is that big economic changes may advance in incomplete stages - partial
victories rather than total - and require persistence. It took nearly 50 years after Bretton Woods for the
original trade institution idea to be realized, when the World Trade Organization (WTO) was finally created
in 1995, effectively upgrading the GATT into a full-fledged international organization 77 8! . And notably,
the WTO's creation in the 1990s was itself a result of savvy negotiation and coalition-building (during the
Uruguay Round) and was eased by the end of the Cold War, which reduced ideological barriers.
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Under the Bretton Woods system (1945-1971), the world economy enjoyed a remarkable boom. Western
Europe and Japan rebuilt and grew at unprecedented rates; trade expanded; currencies were stable under
the dollar-gold standard; and many countries used the “policy space” allowed by the system (such as capital
controls and IMF assistance) to maintain full employment and social programs - a compromise known as
“embedded liberalism.” This era required continual management: the IMF monitored exchange rates and
provided loans to countries in trouble (for instance, the U.K. borrowed from the IMF in 1947, and many
countries adjusted parities in consultation). The World Bank funded reconstruction and later development
projects in poorer regions. The United States, as steward of the system, had to exercise leadership - for
example, financing Europe via the Marshall Plan in 1948 was a unilateral U.S. decision that complemented
Bretton Woods by restoring Europe’s economy (thus enabling a stable trading partner). The Marshall Plan
itself is a case of strategic messaging and coalition-building: President Truman and Secretary of State
George Marshall sold the aid program to a wary Republican Congress by framing it as a bulwark against
communism (the “Truman Doctrine” fear of Soviet expansion) and a moral duty to help war-ravaged allies

63 62  Congress approved $13 billion for European recovery, which in turn helped secure political support
in Europe for liberal-democratic governments and economic integration.

One striking aspect of the postwar economic transformation was how previously nationalist leaders
embraced multilateral institutions when it served their interests and ideals. For example, France’s staunchly
nationalist leader General de Gaulle initially resented American dominance in the monetary system (and
later famously withdrew France's gold from the U.S.), but even he participated in and benefited from the
Bretton Woods institutions when rebuilding France. Meanwhile, Japan, under U.S. occupation (1945-1952),
was compelled to adopt sweeping economic reforms guided by New Deal principles - land reform to
empower farmers, busting up zaibatsu corporate monopolies, and democratizing labor relations (legalizing
unions, etc.). Though Japan wasn't at Bretton Woods, these American-imposed reforms laid the groundwork
for Japan’s postwar “economic miracle” as a capitalist democracy. It's an example of an outside power using
institutional restructuring to set a nation on a new economic path. Japanese elites themselves, once
sovereignty was restored, continued many reforms (while also smartly guiding state-led industrial
development). Japan joined the IMF and World Bank in the 1950s and became a poster child for how the
Bretton Woods framework, combined with domestic developmental policies, could produce spectacular
growth - by the 1960s Japan was the world’s second-largest economy.

In Europe, the Marshall Plan aid came with a nudge for integration: the U.S. encouraged Europeans to
coordinate their recovery. This contributed to the formation of the European Coal and Steel Community in
1951 (linking French and German heavy industry under a common authority) and eventually the European
Economic Community (EEC) in 1957 via the Treaty of Rome. European integration, too, was a grand
economic shift requiring deft strategy - France’s Jean Monnet and Robert Schuman, and Germany’s Konrad
Adenauer, had to persuade their countries to pool sovereignty with recent enemies for long-term gain. They
did so by highlighting peace (preventing future war through economic interdependence) and prosperity (a
larger common market for growth). Over time, the EEC removed tariffs internally and formed a customs
union, another example of building coalition step by step (six founding countries initially; Britain and others
joined later after internal political debates). The Bretton Woods era thus dovetailed with regional initiatives:
all were motivated by the idea that economic cooperation was both pragmatic and preventive of
conflict 63 62 . And indeed, Western Europe enjoyed both peace and unprecedented growth under these
arrangements.

The Bretton Woods system eventually encountered strains - the fixed exchange-rate regime collapsed in
1971 when the U.S. suspended gold convertibility of the dollar amid inflation and trade deficits 82 83 . The
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world shifted to floating exchange rates by 1973, ending one chapter. But the institutions - IMF, World Bank,
GATT - proved adaptable and survived. They would become key players in later economic transformations,
especially the neoliberal and globalization waves, where their roles expanded (sometimes controversially).

In summary, the construction of the postwar Bretton Woods order was a triumph of institutional
innovation and international coalition leadership. Visionary ideas (from Keynes et al.) had to be
tempered by political reality (White's hard bargaining), but the core principles of currency stability and trade
openness were realized. The American ability to persuade its public and others that such engagement was
beneficial was crucial 76 . Bretton Woods created a framework that channeled and moderated capitalism at
the global level, analogous to how the New Deal had done domestically. This framework would underpin
what some call the “Golden Age of Capitalism” (the 1950s-60s boom). However, the consensus around it
would be tested and eventually give way as new economic challenges emerged in the 1970s, paving the way
for a very different ideological turn.

The Neoliberal Revolution: Markets Unbound in the 1980s

By the late 1970s, the postwar economic order - characterized by Keynesian demand management,
extensive regulation, and a spirit of compromise between labor and capital - was faltering. Stagflation
(simultaneous high inflation and unemployment), oil shocks, and sluggish growth bedeviled many Western
economies. In the developing world, debt crises were mounting. In this turbulent context rose a new
paradigm: neoliberalism - an updated free-market ideology calling for lower taxes, deregulation,
privatization of state enterprises, tight monetary policy to curb inflation, and a rollback of the welfare and
union power that, neoliberals argued, had grown excessive. The neoliberal shift is often personified by two
leaders who came to power in 1979-1980: Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom and Ronald Reagan
in the United States. They, along with like-minded figures elsewhere, led a dramatic policy turnaround in the
1980s that reversed many postwar economic orthodoxies. But it did not happen overnight or without
ferocious opposition. Implementing neoliberal reforms in democracies required steely resolve, ideological
clarity, savvy political messaging, and sometimes outright confrontation with interest groups (notably
labor unions). It also relied on a supporting cast of intellectuals and institutions - think tanks, economists
like Milton Friedman, and global bodies like the IMF - to provide arguments and, in some cases, coercion to
spread the new model. The Reagan-Thatcher revolution showcases how leaders can shift the Overton
window of acceptable policy by persisting through early unpopularity and using crises to their advantage.

When Margaret Thatcher became British Prime Minister in May 1979, the U.K. was labeled “the sick man of
Europe.” The economy was in disarray: inflation above 10%, rising unemployment, and a climate of
industrial strife (strikes plagued the 1970s, culminating in the “Winter of Discontent” of 1978-79). Britain’s
top income tax rate stood at a punitive 83% 84, and many major industries were state-owned or heavily
regulated. Trade unions had grown in strength to the point of seeming to hold veto power over government
policies - a 1970s Labour government had been toppled by IMF-imposed austerity conditions in 1976 and
humiliating union strikes. Thatcher came to office vowing to reverse Britain's decline through a complete
break with the consensus policies. As she succinctly put it, “Pennies don't fall from heaven, they have to be
earned here on Earth.” This homespun metaphor encapsulated her philosophy of hard work, self-reliance,
and skepticism of government handouts 85 .

Thatcher’s strategy upon taking power was twofold: sound conviction in her ideas, and a readiness to
confront opponents head-on. She saw her mission as not merely solving an economic crisis but “to change
the very nature of British society and show the world what free market principles could accomplish” 86 .
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This ideological framing was important - it gave coherence and moral fervor to what might otherwise be
seen as dry economic measures. Early on, she identified Britain's powerful labor unions as the primary
obstacle to reform. Strikes had “regularly shut down huge swaths of the economy” and made Britain
ungovernable 87 . So, in a deliberate sequence, her government moved to curb union power through legal
reforms. Starting modestly with laws in 1980 and 1982 to restrict picketing and end the closed shop, the
real showdown came in 1984-85 with the miners’ strike. Thatcher had prepared carefully: she ensured coal
stockpiles were high and the police were well resourced to handle pickets. When the National Union of
Mineworkers called a massive strike to resist coal pit closures, Thatcher refused to back down despite the
strike's bitter year-long duration. She invoked the broader public interest - keeping the lights on and the
economy stable - to justify her stance. Ultimately, the strike collapsed, a defeat that “broke the back” of
militant trade unionism in Britain 8 89 _ It was a seminal moment. As an NPR report noted, “long work
stoppages followed, including an especially bitter strike by coal miners. But Thatcher ultimately
prevailed.” %0 88 Her victory sent a message: no longer would unions be able to paralyze the country to
veto economic changes.

Parallel to subduing labor, Thatcher unleashed market forces in the economy. She believed state
intervention and ownership had bred inefficiency. Thus began a wave of privatizations: British Telecom,
British Airways, steel, gas, electricity, water - industries nationalized since WWII were sold off to private
investors 8 91 . This was unprecedented; Britain essentially pioneered large-scale privatization, which
later spread globally. Privatization served multiple purposes: it raised revenue, reduced government’s role,
introduced competition, and - politically - aimed to create a “shareholding democracy” by selling shares to
ordinary citizens, thus getting them invested (literally) in the new capitalist order. Thatcher also lifted
controls on finance (the “Big Bang” deregulation of the City in 1986 made London a global banking hub) and
promoted an entrepreneurial culture. Her budgets cut direct taxes (the top rate was slashed from 83%
down to 60% and eventually 40%) and shifted toward indirect taxes. Tight control of the money supply
(following monetarist theory from Friedman) gradually tamed inflation, though at the cost of a deep
recession and 3 million unemployed by 1983. During that painful period, Thatcher's popularity plummeted.
Many within her own Conservative Party grew anxious - had they gone too far? But she was adamant: “You
turn if you want to. The lady’s not for turning,” she declared defiantly, emphasizing her refusal to
perform policy U-turns. This unwavering stance, even amid short-term hardship, was crucial. It signaled
credibility to markets and to allies that the reforms would stick. And indeed, by 1983, the U.K. economy
began to recover; inflation fell sharply, and growth picked up. Aided by a patriotic boost from victory in the
1982 Falklands War, Thatcher won re-election in 1983 and again in 1987, entrenching her revolution. By the
late 1980s, Britain’s once-dominant coal and manufacturing industries had downsized, but a more dynamic
services and finance-based economy was flourishing in their place. Most people saw their incomes rise
(the median voter was benefitting), even as a minority - especially industrial workers in the north - suffered
lasting damage 92 93 . As one economist noted, “90% of the people weren’t unemployed at all, and had really
big rises in real earnings... [Thatcher] benefitted from the fact that most of the people were better off under her
government.” 93 This majoritarian gain helped solidify public consent for the new model, despite bitter
opposition in some quarters. By the time Thatcher left office in 1990 (ousted by her own party over
disagreements like the poll tax), her reforms had become the new consensus - even the Labour Party
under Tony Blair later accepted privatization and free markets, rebranding itself “New Labour” and explicitly
renouncing old socialist policies 94 .

Across the Atlantic, Ronald Reagan rode a similar wave of conservative sentiment to the U.S. presidency in
1980. The U.S. was experiencing stagflation, high interest rates, and a sense of malaise. Reagan
campaigned on an upbeat vision of restoring American greatness through limited government and military
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strength (against the Soviet threat). Upon taking office, he immediately set about implementing
“Reaganomics,” a program of across-the-board tax cuts, deregulation, and tight money (administered by
Federal Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker, whom Reagan supported in his anti-inflation crusade). Reagan had
to work within a constitutional system of checks and balances - notably, the Democrats still controlled the
House of Representatives. Thus, his approach to getting his agenda through Congress combined principled
stands with coalition-building overtures. Messaging was key: in his first inaugural, Reagan declared,
“Government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem,” capturing the public mood
that bureaucracy had grown too large. However, as the Miller Center recounts, Reagan took pains to
reassure Americans he did not want to abolish government, only to “make it work... with us, not over us” 9

9% . This softer articulation helped bring along moderate voters uneasy about extreme cuts. To sway
Congress, Reagan courted conservative southern Democrats (the so-called “Boll Weevils”). He personally
met with House Speaker Tip O'Neill and others even before inauguration to lay groundwork 97 . His White
House Chief of Staff James Baker expertly lobbied behind the scenes. When Reagan introduced his
Economic Recovery Tax Act in 1981 - a 25% cut in income tax rates over three years - he appealed directly
to the public to pressure their representatives, much as TR and FDR had done 9% 99 . Polls showed the tax
cuts were popular with voters 2 . Additionally, Reagan offered political incentives: he promised wavering
Democratic Congressmen that if they supported his budget and tax bills, he would not campaign against
them in the next election 100, This carrot (essentially a pledge of political cover) successfully peeled off
enough Democrats to form a majority for his package 101 . In August 1981, Reagan signed the large tax cut
into law, alongside budget cuts (though in practice, total federal spending didn’t drop due to defense
buildup and other automatic increases). This was a watershed - the U.S. had fundamentally reversed course
from the high-tax, activist-government approach of the 1970s. Reagan had achieved this through a
combination of bipartisan deal-making and appealing to public opinion, amplified by the goodwill he
garnered surviving an assassination attempt in March 1981 (which temporarily boosted support for his
agenda) % .

Reagan also took a hard line similar to Thatcher's against organized labor when challenged. The defining
moment came in August 1981 with the strike of the Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization
(PATCO). PATCO was one of the few unions that had endorsed Reagan in the election. Nevertheless, when
12,000 federal air traffic controllers illegally struck (demanding higher pay and shorter hours, which
threatened to paralyze U.S. aviation), Reagan issued an ultimatum: return to work within 48 hours or be
fired. They did not, and he fired them all - a stunning action, replacing them with supervisors and military
controllers to keep planes moving 102 103 | Many predicted air disasters, but none occurred; the system
coped 104 | Reagan’s toughness in firing the PATCO strikers “left traffic control of the nation’s skies in the
hands of managerial staff... [yet] Reagan emerged from the controversy with the reputation of a strong
leader able to make tough decisions” 103 104  More broadly, “firing the PATCO strikers sent a clear message
to corporate America,” encouraging private employers to bargain harder with unions and restrain wage
growth that had fueled inflation 105 106 . Indeed, the 1980s saw a steep decline in union power and
membership in the U.S., as companies felt emboldened to resist unions (often by relocating to non-union
states or using legal methods to deter organizing). PATCO thus became a symbolic turning point, much like
the miners’ strike for Thatcher, signaling a new era of labor relations tilted toward employers.

Not all of Reagan'’s revolution was confrontational. Some changes were achieved more quietly or gradually.
Deregulation, for instance, had bipartisan roots - even President Carter (a Democrat) began deregulating
airlines, trucking, and beer brewing in the late 1970s. Reagan accelerated deregulation across many sectors
(finance, telecommunications, oil) by appointing industry-friendly regulators and trimming enforcement.
This often happened via the executive branch’s discretion, requiring less legislation (though Congress did
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pass bills like the Garn-St Germain Act of 1982 loosening banking rules). Military spending was hiked
massively as part of Reagan’s anti-Soviet strategy - this wasn't neoliberal per se, but it was part of his
agenda and had economic effects (huge defense budgets, while non-defense discretionary spending was
constrained). The combination of big tax cuts and defense buildup led to large federal deficits, which in turn
provided a political rationale to push for cutting social programs (although major programs like Social
Security and Medicare were largely left intact due to their popularity - Reagan pragmatically made a deal in
1983 to strengthen Social Security’s finances on a bipartisan commission).

After a severe recession in 1981-82 (as Volcker’s Fed squeezed inflation out with high interest rates), the
U.S. economy rebounded strongly from 1983 onward. Growth resumed, inflation fell from double digits to
around 4%, and unemployment dropped. Reagan’s approval ratings recovered from a low of 35% in early
1983 to robust levels by 1984 107 108 _ With “Morning in America” optimism, Reagan won a landslide re-
election in 1984. Notably, once the economy improved, Reagan's opponents stopped deriding
“Reaganomics” as harshly: “They don't call it Reaganomics anymore,” he joked, since the results were
favorable 109, By the end of Reagan's second term, the basic contours of U.S. policy had shifted: a
substantially lower tax burden, a lighter regulatory touch, an assertive stance against unions, and a general
public mood that valorized entrepreneurship and markets. Like in Britain, even opposition politicians
adapted - Democrat Bill Clinton later declared “the era of big government is over” in the 1990s, signaling
acceptance of much of the neoliberal framework.

Crucially, the neoliberal agenda did not remain confined to the U.S. and U.K. It spread globally through both
demonstration effect and institutional influence. Thatcher and Reagan’s success (as seen in revived
growth and curbed inflation) convinced many that free markets were the way forward. Countries from
Canada to New Zealand elected reformist governments that privatized and deregulated in the 1980s.
Perhaps more significantly, the IMF and World Bank, under U.S./U.K. influence, became vehicles for
exporting neoliberal policies to developing nations 110 111 During the 1980s Third World debt crisis, the
IMF (often backed by the Reagan Treasury and Thatcher's finance officials) imposed “structural
adjustment programs” on countries seeking loans. Over 90 indebted countries in Latin America, Africa,
and Asia were “forced to radically restructure their economies by opening their markets, reducing state
spending and growing their exports” in exchange for IMF/World Bank aid 110 111 This so-called
“Washington Consensus” - a term coined in 1989 for the policy toolkit of privatization, liberalization, and
fiscal austerity - became the prevailing prescription for struggling economies. It wasn't always willingly
embraced; indeed, many populations experienced severe social pain (poverty spikes, reduced health and
education spending) under these programs, leading to unrest - “riots in Southeast Asia, Latin America and
Africa” erupted in response to price hikes and job losses tied to IMF measures 112 113 . Nonetheless, from
the standpoint of implementation, these international institutions provided the leverage reformers at home
often lacked. For example, if an African country’s own legislature resisted cutting a costly subsidy, the IMF
could insist upon it as a loan condition - giving cover to domestic leaders to push it through and blame the
“external necessity.” In this manner, neoliberal principles penetrated even countries that were not
ideologically predisposed to them, especially after the Cold War when there was less geopolitical
competition offering alternative models.

It should be noted that not all neoliberal reforms were unequivocally successful or popular. The rapid
de-industrialization in parts of the U.K. and U.S. left social scars (joblessness, regional inequality) that would
have political repercussions decades later (manifest in phenomena like Brexit or the U.S. Rust Belt
resentment). But in the 1980s context, the immediate success in taming inflation and reviving growth gave
neoliberal champions the upper hand. Reagan and Thatcher also benefitted from fortuitous timing: the
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global collapse of oil prices in the mid-1980s boosted their economies, and the implosion of the Soviet bloc
by 1989 made free-market capitalism seem vindicated on the world stage. By 1990, the “neoliberal
consensus” was so strong that even traditionally social-democratic parties embraced market solutions (e.g.,
New Labour in Britain, Clinton's New Democrats in the U.S., the IMF-influenced market reforms in India
under Rao/Singh in 1991, etc.). The ideological tide had turned.

From an enactment perspective, the neoliberal revolution exemplified how ideas combined with forceful
leadership can shift policy paradigms. Key strategies included: using crisis narratives (e.g., stagflation as
proof that old policies failed, therefore radical change is needed); relentless communication that equated
national revival with free-market measures (Reagan's sunny patriotism, Thatcher's moral language about
enterprise and thrift); deliberate conflict with opposing power centers (breaking unions, confronting
bureaucratic inertia) to clear the way; incremental but steady legislative changes (one by one, laws that
deregulated or cut taxes, building momentum); and leveraging global networks of experts and institutions
to reinforce the agenda (think tanks like the Heritage Foundation, Mont Pelerin Society intellectuals, IMF
conditionality spreading similar reforms abroad, etc.). It was, in effect, a counter-revolution against the New
Deal/Keynesian state, implemented with as much skill and determination as those earlier reforms. And as
with those earlier reforms, the neoliberal turn set the stage for the next phase of global economic
development - globalization - which would extend the logic of free markets across borders at a scale never
seen before.

Globalization and the New World Economy: Consolidating the Free
Market Consensus

If neoliberalism reoriented national economies toward free markets, the subsequent era of globalization
(1990s-2000s) bound those economies together into an intricately interconnected global capitalist system.
Globalization refers to the accelerating flow of goods, services, capital, people, and ideas across borders,
creating a single world market. It was driven by deliberate policy choices: trade agreements that eliminated
barriers, financial liberalization that let capital roam, technological advances that shrank distances, and the
opening of once-closed economies (the former Soviet bloc, China, India) to international commerce.
Building this globalized economy required its own set of strategic maneuvers by policymakers and
institutions - expanding and adapting earlier frameworks (like creating the World Trade Organization),
forging new coalitions for trade deals (such as NAFTA in North America and the European Union's single
market and euro), and using the clout of global finance and the IMF to integrate developing countries. By
the turn of the millennium, globalization was often portrayed as an inevitable force of nature, but in reality
it was constructed by human agency: negotiated, sold to wary publics, and implemented by governments
often in face of nationalist or protectionist pushback. This section explores how key actors - from U.S.
President Bill Clinton and European leaders to the technocrats at the IMF and WTO - managed the complex
work of deepening global economic integration in a democratic context.

One of the earliest milestones was the creation of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995. As
mentioned, the idea of a global trade body dated to the 1940s ITO plan, long thwarted by politics 77 . By
the 1990s, with the Cold War over and free-market ideas triumphant, conditions were ripe to finally
establish the WTO and vastly expand trade rules. The Uruguay Round (1986-1994) of GATT negotiations,
involving 123 countries, was the largest trade negotiation ever. It succeeded through exhaustive bargaining
and by incorporating new issues (services, intellectual property) to entice various interests. The European
Community, the U.S., Japan, and developing nations each had agendas - compromise was needed on
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everything from farm subsidies (EU, U.S. protecting their farmers) to patent rules (pharmaceutical
companies wanted global standards). The breakthrough came when the major powers agreed on a grand
bargain (the EU would cut some farm protection, the U.S. would accept a dispute settlement mechanism,
developing countries would open markets but get some grace periods). The final deal transformed the
provisional GATT into the permanent WTO, with an enforcement mechanism for trade disputes. Many
national legislatures had to ratify the WTO agreements; most did so with relative ease because by then, the
narrative of “free trade is good” was widely accepted among elites. Even so, in the U.S. there was debate -
the far-right and left both had reservations - but Congress approved WTO membership in late 1994. The
messaging behind the WTO emphasized how expanding global trade would boost growth and consumer
choice, and that the U.S. needed to be “at the table” setting rules rather than letting others shape them.

Perhaps more contentious in the U.S. was the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). NAFTA,
signed in 1992 and ratified in 1993, linked the U.S., Canada, and Mexico in a free trade zone - the first such
pact between developed and a large developing country. Negotiated by President George H.W. Bush,
NAFTA's ratification fell to President Bill Clinton, who strongly endorsed it but faced a divided Congress.
Many of Clinton’s own Democratic Party members (especially those allied with labor unions) opposed
NAFTA, fearing job losses to Mexico. Meanwhile, most Republicans supported it (being pro-business and
pro-trade). Clinton thus had to forge an unusual bipartisan coalition: he relied on Republican votes
combined with a minority of pro-trade Democrats to pass NAFTA. To win over some Democrats and assuage
public concerns, Clinton negotiated side agreements on labor and environmental standards with Mexico
and Canada 114 115, promising that NAFTA would not lead to a “race to the bottom” in worker rights or
pollution. He also enlisted prominent figures - including former Presidents Bush, Carter, and Ford - in a
public relations blitz to portray NAFTA as a historic, forward-looking choice for America. In a nationally
televised debate, Vice President Al Gore sparred with NAFTA critic Ross Perot (who famously warned of a
“giant sucking sound” of jobs going south) 116 . Gore's performance, aided by a prop - he presented Perot
with a framed picture of Smoot-Hawley, implying anti-NAFTA folks were like the isolationists of the 1930s -
helped turn opinion among undecided lawmakers. When the House of Representatives voted in November
1993, NAFTA passed 234-200, with 132 Republicans and 102 Democrats in favor 117 118 | It was a “come-
from-behind victory” for Clinton - a few months earlier NAFTA seemed doomed, but the administration’s
intensive lobbying and deal-making (including promises to wavering members for unrelated favors, a
common legislative tactic) paid off 119 . Clinton hailed the vote as proof the U.S. chose “to compete and not
to retreat” in the new global economy 119 . The NAFTA fight shows how leader intervention and coalition
management are vital in trade politics: Clinton had to go against a chunk of his base, so he offered them
concessions (side accords, adjustment assistance funds) and appealed to higher ideals of North American
partnership and staying competitive.

In Europe, the 1990s were marked by a push to complete the European Single Market and adopt a single
currency, the euro. This was arguably an even more complex political feat than NAFTA, since it involved
deep integration among many sovereign states. The Single Market initiative, led by Jacques Delors
(President of the European Commission) in the late 1980s, systematically removed intra-European barriers -
physical, technical, and fiscal - by 1992. It sailed through largely because all member governments saw
benefits in a bigger market to spur growth, and many directives could be implemented via majority voting
(reducing any one country's ability to block). But the Maastricht Treaty of 1992, which set the path for the
euro and greater political union (the EU), was far more contentious. It had to be ratified by all 12 member
states, some via referendums. Denmark initially rejected Maastricht in a June 1992 referendum (50.7%
No) 120, throwing the project into doubt. Instead of abandoning the treaty, European leaders responded
with adept institutional maneuvering: they negotiated the Edinburgh Agreement giving Denmark
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several opt-outs (exemptions from certain aspects like the euro currency, defense policy, etc.) to address
Danish voters’ concerns 120 121  With these assurances, Denmark held a second referendum in 1993, which
passed. Similarly, in France, a referendum on Maastricht squeaked by in September 1992 with just 51.04%
voting Yes 122 - a “petite oui” indicating deep division 123 . French President Mitterrand had staked his
prestige on the treaty, arguing that European integration was essential for stability and that France would
jointly lead the new Europe with Germany. Despite the close call, the narrow win was enough to proceed.
These ratification dramas illustrate how leaders used flexibility and framing to achieve big change: giving
Denmark opt-outs kept them on board without derailing the whole union; emphasizing the historic nature
of European unity and the risk of falling back into nationalism helped win over slim majorities in key states.

The euro currency itself was launched in 1999 (as accounting money) and 2002 (in physical coins and notes)
among 12 countries. Creating a monetary union meant surrendering national currencies - a huge
sovereignty sacrifice - and required complex institution-building (a European Central Bank, rules to
coordinate fiscal policies via the Stability and Growth Pact). It was pushed through by a coalition of national
leaders - notably Germany's Helmut Kohl and France's Mitterrand - who saw it as the capstone of European
unity (and in Kohl's case, a way to firmly anchor a reunified Germany in Europe). They took calculated
political risks. Kohl, for instance, never put the euro to a referendum in Germany (fearing voters might
reject losing the Deutsche Mark); instead, he relied on his parliament’s vote and framed the euro as a
matter of European peace and Germany's destiny, famously saying he acted as a “European not a German.”
In effect, these leaders bet on a vision and overcame opposition by appeals to grand historical purpose
(Europe’s tragic past of conflict, now to be replaced by irreversible union). While some critics remained (UK’s
Thatcher among them, which contributed to her downfall in 1990 as her party opted for a more integration-
friendly John Major), the momentum carried forward. The Maastricht process shows how long-term
coalition-building (from the 1950s European Coal and Steel Community through Single Market to euro) can
achieve what initially seems politically impossible. Each step created new constituencies for further
integration (businesses benefiting from bigger markets, citizens traveling without passports after
Schengen, etc.), gradually reducing resistance. It was an exercise in incrementalism toward a transformative
goal.

Meanwhile, across Asia and Latin America, globalization was accelerating through trade liberalization and
investment flows. Many developing countries unilaterally lowered tariffs in the 1990s, partly influenced by
the success of export-led economies like South Korea and Taiwan and partly under nudging by IMF/World
Bank and WTO commitments. A seismic shift was China’s “reform and opening” - begun under Deng
Xiaoping in 1978 but truly turbocharged in the 1990s. China, though not a democracy, used adept political
messaging internally (“Socialism with Chinese characteristics”) to justify moving toward a market economy
and global trade. The culmination was China joining the WTO in 2001, after lengthy negotiations where
Chinese leaders had to implement numerous domestic reforms (from tariff cuts to legal changes) and
simultaneously convince a skeptical Communist Party and populace that this was in China's interest. The
strategy of China's reformers was to gradually demonstrate success in special economic zones and
coastal areas to build support, and to portray WTO entry as China taking its rightful place on the world
stage. In a sense, they followed the classic pattern of showing short-term wins to overcome long-term fears.

Consider also South Korea, a case that highlights how crisis can spur globalization reforms. South Korea
had rapidly industrialized under a semi-authoritarian regime (with significant state direction of the
economy) from the 1960s to 1980s. By the 1990s, it was a democracy and an OECD member, but its financial
sector had vulnerabilities. In the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997, South Korea was hit hard - the won
currency collapsed, banks were insolvent, and the nation nearly ran out of foreign reserves. In December
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1997, the IMF stepped in with a $58 billion rescue package, but it came with stringent conditions: high
interest rates to stabilize the currency, fiscal austerity, and deep structural reforms in the corporate and
financial sectors 124 . The newly elected Korean President, Kim Dae-jung, took office in early 1998 amid this
turmoil. A long-time opposition figure and democracy champion, Kim used the crisis as an opportunity to
do what previous governments had avoided: restructure the mighty family-owned conglomerates
(chaebols) and liberalize the economy. His government persuaded the Korean people to rally behind a
national austerity and reform campaign, famously including a gold-collecting campaign where millions
of citizens voluntarily donated gold jewelry to help repay the IMF debt 125 126, In early 1998, over 3.5
million Koreans gave up 227 tons of gold (wedding rings, keepsakes) - worth $2+ billion - in a remarkable
patriotic effort 125 126 . This social solidarity eased the pain of austerity and gave political cover to Kim Dae-
jung to enforce painful restructuring. He convened a Tripartite Commission of business, labor, and
government, which negotiated a landmark agreement: labor unions agreed to temporary layoffs and
restructuring (something previously illegal under Korea's lifetime employment norms) in exchange for
promises of improved social safety nets and more union rights in the future 127 . The National Assembly
amended the labor law in February 1998 to legalize layoffs, with businesses pledging to implement them
fairly and transparently 127 128 | Simultaneously, Kim's team rammed through reforms of the chaebols:
requirements for transparent accounting, an end to the inter-subsidiary loan guarantees that had fueled
reckless expansion, debt reduction targets, and even breaking up some conglomerates 129 130, When
some chaebol owners resisted - notably the founding family of LG balked at merging its semiconductor unit
with a rival - Kim's regulators exerted heavy pressure, threatening to cut off bank credit and launch tax
investigations until the conglomerate acquiesced 131 132 | These “strong-arm tactics” were controversial
but effective 137 . In the end, the worst-hit banks were closed or merged, foreign investors were invited in
(Korea removed many restrictions on foreign ownership, resulting in an influx of capital and expertise), and
corporate governance improved. The results were dramatic: after a sharp 5.8% GDP contraction in 1998,
Korea rebounded with 10% growth in 1999 133 134 By 2001, Korea repaid the IMF loans early 135 136, and
its foreign exchange reserves skyrocketed from a perilously low $4 billion in late 1997 to $74 billion by end
of 1999 137 138 South Korea emerged more globally integrated (with many banks and companies now
having foreign shareholders and competing globally) and with a more flexible, albeit more unequal,
economy. The Korean case underscores how crisis can catalyze decisive reforms that otherwise languish.
It also shows that even amid harsh externally imposed measures, a leader can maintain social cohesion by
invoking nationalism (the gold drive) and fairness (shared sacrifice, with big chaebols forced to reform, not
just workers to suffer). Kim Dae-jung’s deft blending of IMF medicine with domestic consensus-building
through the Tripartite Commission was key to selling the bitter pill.

By the early 2000s, globalization seemed to be an unstoppable tide. The IMF and World Bank had become
champions of a one-size-fits-all liberalization strategy (though they learned from the late 1990s crises to pay
more attention to sequencing and social impacts). The WTO expanded its membership (China, formerly
communist states) and launched a new round of talks (Doha Round in 2001, albeit stalled later). Regional
trade agreements proliferated beyond NAFTA and the EU - MERCOSUR in South America, ASEAN Free Trade
Area in Southeast Asia, etc. Technological changes (the internet, global supply chain management) made
integration easier and faster, reinforcing policy-driven globalization with market-driven globalization.

However, it's worth noting that globalization’s implementers faced recurring backlashes. The late 1990s saw
the rise of the anti-globalization movement - protests like the 1999 “Battle of Seattle” where
demonstrators disrupted a WTO meeting, arguing that global trade rules harmed workers and the
environment. Political leaders had to respond to such dissent carefully. Some engaged critics by
acknowledging issues (e.g., adding labor/environment side agreements to trade deals, as Clinton did with
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NAFTA; the World Bank under James Wolfensohn in the late 90s refocused on poverty alleviation to counter
the image of being a loan collector). Others met protests with policing and argued protestors were
misguided. Importantly, globalization advocates adapted their messaging: emphasizing how export growth
lifted many out of poverty (pointing to East Asia's miracle, or later China/India’s rapid development), and
noting that retreating from globalization would risk economic decline. As one case, when France saw mass
protests in 1995 against welfare cutbacks (a globalization-related austerity issue), or Germany and others
confronted rising unemployment, governments had to balance liberalization with preserving social models
- a continuous negotiation of the social contract under global pressures.

By the mid-2000s, the world’s major democracies largely accepted globalization as a fact of life and sought
to manage it rather than reverse it. Even left-of-center politicians who once opposed aspects of it often
changed stance after assuming power - for instance, President Lula da Silva of Brazil (elected 2002)
maintained orthodox macroeconomic policies and embraced global markets, despite his Workers' Party
roots, combining that with social programs to ease inequality. He and other emerging economy leaders also
formed coalitions (like the G20 at WTO talks) to ensure their interests were heard - a new kind of global
negotiation dynamic among democracies and semi-democracies.

In summary, the high era of globalization was a product of visionary planning, negotiation, and not a
small amount of coercion. Leaders had to persuade citizens that free trade and open markets, while
disruptive, would be broadly beneficial. They had to negotiate complex deals that balanced many interests.
And sometimes they leveraged crises or external pressure (IMF conditionality) to push through tough
reforms. Institutions like the WTO provided forums and rules to lock in governments’' commitments, making
reversals harder. The IMF and World Bank acted as both enforcers of the new orthodoxy and scapegoats on
which national leaders could pin blame for unpopular measures (“we have no choice, the IMF demands it,” a
common refrain in Asia and Latin America in the 90s). Through these mechanisms, globalization advanced.

As we look back over 150 years of democratic capitalist development - from the Anti-Corn Law League’s
rallies for free trade in the 1840s to the frenetic negotiations over Greek debt in the 2010s (another story of
coalition and maneuvering) - certain themes stand out. Major economic shifts have invariably needed
compelling narratives (whether it's “cheap bread for the masses” in 1846 or “compete, not retreat” in 1993

119'), because public opinion is the ultimate arbiter in a democracy. They have needed political coalitions
that cut across usual divides - often a fusion of outsider popular pressure with insider leadership (like FDR
teaming with labor unions, or Reagan pulling conservative Democrats). They have required creative use of
or changes to institutions - sometimes bending rules (TR threatening to seize mines, FDR threatening the
Court, the EU devising opt-outs, the IMF rewriting loan conditions) and sometimes building entirely new
institutions (IMF, WTO, ECB) to sustain the change. And they have often been catalyzed or accelerated by
crises, which can both galvanize public support and weaken entrenched opposition.

History also shows the pendulum nature of political economy. Each transformative era carries seeds of its
own challenges - the laissez-faire 19th century led to inequality that sparked Progressive reforms; the
regulated mid-20th century prosperity eventually gave way to rigidity and stagflation, prompting neoliberal
reforms; neoliberal globalization, in turn, produced new inequalities and dislocations that by the 2010s were
fueling a populist backlash against “elites” and free trade in various democracies. That backlash - seen in
events like Brexit and the U.S. 2016 election - suggests we may be on the cusp of yet another turn in the
grand narrative.
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Whatever the next shift may be, the past offers a playbook for aspiring change-makers. Success will likely
depend on framing a persuasive story that links economic change to national well-being, assembling
coalitions that unite stakeholders behind a common cause, out-maneuvering or co-opting the institutions
that could block progress, and harnessing moments of opportunity (often crises) to push through sweeping
measures that are infeasible in calmer times. In the end, democratic capitalism has proved remarkably
malleable - capable of reinventing itself when enough people, and the right people, are convinced that the
old order no longer works. The stories of Cobden, Roosevelt (both Teddy and Franklin), Thatcher, Reagan,
Kim Dae-jung, Clinton, and countless others show that leadership and strategy matter immensely. Grand
economic change is not automatic; it is achieved through vision, persuasion, courage, and yes, a bit of luck.
Each generation writes its chapter with those tools - and the world is remade again.
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