
4

HowAmerican BusinessmenMade Us Believe that Free
Enterprise was Indivisible from American Democracy:

The National Association of Manufacturers’
Propaganda Campaign 1935–1940

Naomi Oreskes, Erik M. Conway, and Charlie Tyson

In Merchants of Doubt, two of the present writers (Naomi Oreskes and
Erik Conway) told the story of a small group of prominent physicists
who made common cause with the tobacco industry and libertarian
think tanks to cast doubt on the scientific basis for concern about
a set of environmental and public health issues. They did this by chal-
lenging scientific evidence, cherry-picking data, and offering “alterna-
tive facts,” such as the claim that climate change was caused by natural
variability or that most lung cancers were attributable to radon or
asbestos.1

In writing that book, a key question for us was this: why would distin-
guished scientists, including a former president of the US National
Academy of Sciences, reject science and proffer disinformation instead, in
effect betraying the very enterprise of which they had so long been a part?
The answer, we found, was their commitment to the principles of laissez-
faire economics, coupled to a belief that government intervention in the
marketplace puts us on the slippery slope to socialism. Drawing on George
Soros, we characterized their views as “free market fundamentalism”; the
conviction that a free market system is not merely the best way to deliver
goods and services at competitive prices, but that it is the only economic
system that does not threaten political liberty.2 On this view, any system in
which the government intervenes to control, manage, influence or even
nudge themarketplace must, invariably, lead in time to government control
of people’s lives. Thus, Fred Singer (one of the fourmain protagonists in our
story) declared in defense of the tobacco industry that “if we do not
carefully delineate the government’s role in regulating . . . dangers there is
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essentially no limit to how much government can ultimately control our
lives.”3

Singer made that comment while challenging the evidence of the harm
of second-hand smoke. If second-hand smoke caused many of the same
diseases as direct inhalation (and a few more to boot, such as Sudden
Infant Death Syndrome), then most reasonable people would agree that it
was appropriate, fair, and even necessary for governments to regulate it.
Therefore, rather than attack regulation head on, Singer and his col-
leagues attacked the scientific evidence suggesting the need for it. This
was the consistent pattern that we identified: downplay, dismiss, and even
deny the scientific evidence of problems that require government interven-
tion to fix. This was the common theme that united otherwise disparate
issues, such as the harms of tobacco and the risks of anthropogenic climate
change.

For Singer and his colleagues – all physicists who had worked during
the ColdWar on American weapon and rocketry programs – the rejection
of environmental science was linked, in their minds, to the protection of
liberty: the liberty of individuals to decide for themselves what products to
buy and use and what harms to accept or reject. They saw their political
work (defending freemarket capitalism) as an extension of their ColdWar
scientific work (building weapons systems intended to contain commun-
ism and protect America from the Soviet threat). Indeed, while some of
them had worked in the 1970s with the tobacco industry, their attacks on
environmental science, particularly climate science, accelerated in the late
1980s and early 1990s when the Cold War ended. Finding a new enemy,
they focused on environmentalists, who they viewed as “watermelons”:
green on the outside but red on the inside. Anti-environmentalism became
a new form of anti-communism, a new front in the war to defend the
American way of life.

In promoting contrarian and skeptical views of climate change, acid
rain, the ozone hole, and the harms of tobacco use, the doubt-mongers
made common cause with a set of libertarian think tanks, such as the
CATO Institute, Competitive Enterprise Institute, Acton Institute, and
Heartland Institute (among others), who promote the neoliberal frame-
work of deregulation, low rates of taxation, and limited government.
Often the arguments of these think tanks were framed in ways that were
the same or very similar to those of our “Merchants of Doubt”: that
government interference in the marketplace threatens political freedom,
and only a market-based system can preserve political freedom.4 Hence,
defenders of freedom must defend free-market capitalism.
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These views can be traced in the mid-twentieth century to the work of
neoliberal economist Frederick von Hayek and the followers of the
Mont Pelerin Society. However, when they were first widely promoted
in the 1940s, neoliberal ideas were not widely accepted. Among several
reasons for this, the Great Depression was too recent for most people to
be persuaded by the idea that markets should be left to their own
devices. John Maynard Keynes had convinced most political leaders in
Europe and North American that business cycles should be tempered by
government policies to stimulate demand during sluggish periods and
curb it during robust ones. Keynesian economic thinking was applied
during the Great Depression in both the United States and Europe, and
continued to dominate economic policy for decades after, so much so
that in the early 1970s, President Richard Nixon declared that “I am
now a Keynesian in economics,” referencing Milton Friedman’s 1965

statement: “We are all Keynesians now.”5 This leads to the question:
how and why did the neoliberal belief in the power and beneficence of
markets – and the impotence and maleficence of governments – come to
have such purchase, not only among a handful of Cold War physicists,
but among influential American think tanks, political leaders, and the
American people at large?

the problem of neoliberalism

Von Hayek published his seminal work, The Road to Serfdom, in 1944.
He argued that political and economic freedomwere two sides of the same
coin, because any government that sought to control the national econ-
omy would necessarily need to control important aspects of its citizens’
lives, such as where to work and where to live, and this would, in time,
slide into more egregious assaults on liberty.

Von Hayek was an economist but his most influential argument was
not primarily economic, but political. He argued that capitalism and
freedom are linked, so if we wish to preserve political freedom we must
preserve economic freedom as well.6 The crux of the argument is that
a free market is a form of distributed power: various individuals making
free choices, every day, hold power in their hands and prevent its concen-
tration in centralized government. Conversely, centrally planned econ-
omies entail not just the concentration of economic power, but of political
power as well. Thus, the free market is a bulwark against totalitarianism,
and against tyranny. Conversely, centralized economies threaten freedom
by concentrating power.
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As Bruce Caldwell put it in the introduction to the 2007 edition of The
Road to Serfdom: “[Hayek believed that] full scale planning requires that
the planning authorities take over all production decisions; to be able to
make any decisions at all, they would need to exercise more and more
political control. If one tries to create a truly planned economy, one will
not be able to separate control of the economy from political control.”7 In
Hayek’s own words: “ . . . the unforeseen but inevitable consequences of
socialist planning create a state of affairs in which, if the policy is to be
pursued, totalitarian forces will get the upper hand.” Thus, von Hayek
opposed even modest forms of social democracy, such as the British
National Health Service, believing that such modest interventions in the
marketplace would pave the way for more immodest ones.8

These views became framing propositions for the influential Mont
Pelerin Society, created in 1947 to promote neoliberal thinking, whose
founding statement declares: “without the diffused power and initiative
associated [with private property and the competitive market] it is difficult
to imagine a society in which freedom is effectively preserved.”9 We see
here the foundations for historian David Harvey’s observation that “the
assumption that individual freedoms are guaranteed by freedom of the
market . . . is a cardinal feature of neoliberal thinking.”10

In the context of the end of World War II and the beginnings of the
Cold War, we can fathom the credibility of some of these concerns.
Right-wing totalitarianism had been defeated in Germany, but left-wing
totalitarianism was ascendant in the Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact
allies, where many citizens had been stripped of political and religious
liberty. Behind the Iron Curtain – as the boundary between eastern and
western Europe soon came to be called – there was a strong association
between centralized economic planning and the suppression of individ-
ual liberty.

On the other hand, the basic premise of neoliberal philosophy – that
political and economic liberty are inseparable – was more an axiom than
an empirically demonstrated truth, and even at the time there were reasons
to doubt its veracity, or at least its generality. The most obvious was the
history of the United States. In the nineteenth century, the country pur-
sued a largely capitalist, market-based economic system, but this offered
no guarantee of freedom: for the first half of its existence, the “land of the
free” permitted chattel slavery to exist side-by-side with market capital-
ism. And in the second half of its history, the United States allowed the de
facto refusal of liberty to former slaves and their descendants. Nor did
women share the political freedoms that male citizens enjoyed, either in
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the United States or in Europe. Liberty in these market economies was
substantially curtailed in ways to which neoliberals turned a blind eye.

Further evidence that capitalism and freedom did not necessarily go
hand-in-hand emerged in the mid-twentieth century in Chile, where
General Augusto Pinochet (with the help of the American CIA) overthrew
a democratically elected socialist government to install a violent and
brutal capitalist dictatorship that ruled for seventeen years. Meanwhile
in China, when the government embarked on a program of economic
liberalization following the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, many obser-
vers assumed that political liberalization would follow in its wake. That
expectation was not fulfilled, and economists had to coin a new term to
describe the emerging Chinese system: “market authoritarianism.”11

Moreover, contra Hayek, social democracy in Europe did not lead to
serfdom. On the contrary, various studies and opinion polls suggest that
the world’s healthiest democracies are the European social democracies,
which are also home to many of the happiest and healthiest citizens. In
contrast, the United States, which has far less in the way of social welfare
than most Western European countries, was rated twenty-fifth in the
world by The Economist’s Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index, behind,
for example, all the Scandinavian countries.12

Or consider Iraq, where, after the fall of Saddam Hussein, the US
attempted to impose a strict market logic (including the immediate sale
of state-owned enterprises and abolition of unions) on the theory that it
would support the emergence of democracy; the result was anything but
democratic. The Iraqi trade minister, Ali Abdul-Amir Allawi, criticized
the thinking that motivated US actions as characterized by a “flawed logic
that ignores history.”13 A similar pattern emerged in Russia, where US
economists advised a rapid transition to a market economy, believing it
would support the emergence of democratic institutions.14What emerged
instead was a corrupt oligarchy, which subsequently attempted to under-
mine electoral democracy in the United States.15

Yet, ironically, while western Europe had already disproved that social
democracy must necessarily lead to full-blown socialist planning, and
even as the examples of Chile, China, Iraq, and Russia were disproving
the assumption that economic and political freedom went hand in hand,
neoliberal ideas were ascendant in Europe and the United States. Ronald
Reagan is remembered for his efforts to cut taxes, decrease the size of the
federal government, roll back environmental regulations, and promote
the idea that economic growthwas best achieved by trusting to the “magic
of the marketplace,” but in the United States deregulatory enthusiasm
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began before Reagan, in the administration of President Carter (who
fostered the deregulation of the aviation industry, of trucking, and of
a number of other things). It continued under Presidents Bill Clinton,
George W. Bush, and in some ways, even Barack Obama. Clinton, work-
ing closely with the British Prime Minister Tony Blair, promoted the idea
of a “Washington Consensus,” framed by the neoliberal principles of low
taxation, trade liberalization, deregulation, the protection of property
rights, and the promotion of competitive markets. The use of the term
“consensus” was clearly intended to signify that all reasonable people
recognized the validity of these positions, even as the “consensus” paid
little (if any) attention to the need for appropriate regulation to protect
workers, consumers, and the natural environment, or to prevent or redress
uncompetitive practices and remedy market failure.16

Today, in light of the increasing problem of income inequality and the
existential threat of climate change, many scholars and citizens have
begun to challenge the dominant neoliberal logic.17 Nevertheless, econo-
mists and politicians still routinely invoke the “magic of the marketplace”
to suggest that most problems are best left to the private sector to solve,
and public opinion polls show that a large percentage of the American
people trust business more than government.18

How did this state of affairs come to be? How did a set of views that
were considered quite marginal when first proposed, and which were then
shown to be empirically inadequate (as well as arguably amoral), come to
be so influential? As is usually the case, historical evidence suggests
a complex story, andwe do not suggest that we could satisfactorily answer
this question in a single chapter. However, one part of the answer, we
suggest, is the role of organized efforts over the course of many decades to
convince the American people of the virtues of neoliberal principles, in
particular the political and social merits of the free enterprise system and
its inextricable link to freedom and democracy. And one part of this
effort – the focus of this chapter – was an organized propaganda cam-
paign, which began in the 1930s as a reaction to the New Deal, and relied
heavily on the use of radio, the dominant electronic media of the time.

Even before the publication of The Road to Serfdom or the founding of
the Mont Pelerin society, the idea that government intervention in the
marketplace was not just economically misguided, but also threatened
American freedom, was promoted by a network of American businessmen
centered around the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM). For
nearly a century, and supported by and allied with other trade associ-
ations, conservative thinkers, political and religious leaders, and
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libertarian think-tanks, NAM constructed, nurtured, and promoted
a narrative in which the protagonist was “free enterprise,” and the antag-
onist was, variously, socialists, unions, and “the government.” This nar-
rative has been used to justify tax cuts, roll back regulation, and deny the
reality of market failure. A key tenet of the narrative is that political and
economic freedom are indivisible – what NAM leaders called the “indi-
visibility thesis,” a thesis they were already promoting in the United States
several years before the publication of The Road to Serfdom.19 This paper
focuses on one part of that story: the NAM propaganda campaign of
1935–1940 and the use of radio in that campaign.

nam and the origins of the indivisibility thesis

By the late nineteenth century, it had become widely accepted that capit-
alism could not be left entirely to its own devices: the marketplace
required government oversight to protect workers, to protect consumers,
and even to protect capitalism from itself. While some of this oversight
could be done on the state level, increasingly the demand was for the
federal government to become involved. The 1890 Sherman Anti-Trust
Act, for example, was designed to protect competition in the face of
monopolistic practices. The 1906 Pure Food and Drug Act was intended
to protect consumers from misbranded, adulterated, contaminated, or
otherwise dangerous food and drugs. (In 1938 it was amended to include
cosmetics.) And the 1916 Keating-Owen Act attempted to protect chil-
dren from dangerous labor.

However, as the twentieth century unfolded, leaders of American
business and industry, organized under the umbrellas of the National
Association of Manufacturers and the American Liberty League, fought
back against these government initiatives. In response to unionization and
the pressure to ameliorate working conditions – particularly the effort to
implement workmen’s compensation and limit child labor – they promul-
gated the idea that unregulated capitalismwas “the American way.” They
also insisted that taxation – including the federal income tax – would
damage business and industry by draining funds that would otherwise be
used for investment. Thus, they offered both a positive vision – support
individual enterprise – and a negative prescription — limit government
involvement and taxation.

Their narrative drew heavily on the metaphor of a “tripod of free-
dom.” This was the claim that American democracy rested on three
legs – representative government, civic and religious liberty, and free

NAM Propaganda Campaign 1935–1940 101

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108914628.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108914628.004


enterprise. Like a tripod, it would only stand if all three legs were intact
and strong. This became the basis for arguing against any weakening of
economic freedom – by which they meant the freedom of businessmen to
run their operations as they saw fit – such as, for example, the enforce-
ment by either unions or law of an eight-hour work day or a minimum
age for child labor. Closely linked to this metaphor was the idea that
political and economic freedom were indivisible, inseparable, and inex-
tricable. Therefore, even modest regulations, if mandated by law, threat-
ened American liberty.

We call this the “indivisibility thesis,” drawing on the use of that term
by NAM board member J. Howard Pew.20 In December 1948, Pew wrote
to Rose Wilder Lane, the libertarian daughter of writer Laura Ingalls
Wilder, who had influenced her mother to tell the story of her childhood
as a libertarian morality tale.21 Lane had explained to Pew her view that
there “existed in fact no need for regulation or control of industry.”22 Pew
agreed, but his arguments had a sharper focus. They hinged on the rights
of businessmen, buttressed by the philosophical position that freedomwas
indivisible.

I . . . am an ardent supporter of freedom, and all that it comprehends – religious
freedom, political freedom, industrial freedom, freedomof speech, of the press and
of assembly, and I might add freedom of choice, which is probably the most
important of them all. I believe, too, that freedom is indivisible; when a part is
taken away, that which remains is no longer freedom. To illustrate, suppose we
should lose our industrial freedom; then it would require a compulsory form of
government in order to enforce the decrees having to do with the conduct of
industry, and a compulsory state can brook no freedoms.23

Pew’s example of industrial freedom was neither random nor inciden-
tal. From the early-twentieth-century defense of child labor, to the mid-
century attacks on the New Deal, American business leaders had argued
that any compromise to business freedom threatened the fabric of
American social and political freedom and with it the American way of
life.

The argument had taken a number of forms. In its 1939Declaration of
Principles, the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) had
asserted their faith in the principle of “inseparability”: arguing that con-
stitutional representative democracy, free enterprise, and civil and reli-
gious liberty were “inseparable fundamentals of freedom to be cherished
and preserved.”24 A few years later, NAM developed and promoted the
tripod of freedom metaphor: 1) free speech, free press, free religion; 2)
representative government; and 3) Free Enterprise (the latter often made
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into a proper noun). NAM insisted that if any leg were compromised, the
entire tripod would fall.

At the core of [our] strategy has been the idea of establishing free enterprise where
it rightfully belongs – as one of the three great elements (along with the civil
liberties of free speech, free press, and religious freedom, and the representative
form of democratic governments) which go up tomake the Americanway of life.25

Note the use of the word “strategy”: these arguments were not simply
the beliefs of a group of leading American businessmen, they were the core
of a political strategy, which included a propaganda campaign to persuade
the American people of the veracity of these beliefs. NAM promoted the
indivisibility thesis and the tripod of freedom narrative via a variety of
“educational” and propagandistic activities, including advertising cam-
paigns, leaflets and brochures distributed to schools, libraries, religious
leaders and women’s clubs, and even a nationally syndicated radio pro-
gram. The materials often included versions of American history that
insisted (counterfactually) that American was built by “individuals,”
with government playing little if any role.26

As historian Kim Phillips-Fein has shown, in the 1930s the “free enter-
prise” campaign was linked to business opposition to the New Deal and,
more broadly, to Republican opposition to FDR.27 Through its Advisory
Committee on Public Relations and its National Industrial Information
Council (NIIC), NAM promoted the tripod of freedom theme through
newsletters, billboards, short films, feature films, lecture series, a textbook
campaign, and more. A particularly important element of their propa-
ganda campaign was a radio program entitled The American Family
Robinson.

the american family robinson

Most NAM propaganda materials were intended to reach employees in
their workplaces, children in their schools, or citizens in their clubs and
churches, but one component of the campaign reached directly into
American homes and drew on the electronic media of the era: a radio
show entitled The American Family Robinson. Launched in 1935, the
long-running series was the single most expensive item in the NAMpublic
relations budget, and likely the one that reached the most people. It was
also the element of the campaign that reached outside a business commu-
nity already in agreement with its message, and into the homes of ordinary
Americans. In doing so, it would have reached many Americans who
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might not have otherwise harbored strong views about American business
or free enterprise, who might even have belonged to unions, or been
sympathetic to socialism or other non-individualistic philosophies.28

The American Family Robinson was the brainchild of Harry A. Bullis,
vice president of General Mills and the chairman of the NAM’s public
relations committee. Each episode was fifteen minutes long and distrib-
uted free of charge to interested radio stations. NAM described it as
emphasizing “the countless benefits which derive from living in a free
country, with civil and religious liberty, representative democracy, [and]
free private enterprise,” – in other words, promoting the tripod of free-
dom message.29 The association’s goal for The American Family
Robinsonwas to “sell the ‘Americanway of life’ to theAmerican people” –
to claim faith in the free market as a defining dimension of the American
identity.30 By NAM’s own reckoning, it was a central component of their
declared mission to help industry “tell its story.”31 From 1934 to 1940, it
was syndicated by the World Broadcasting System, and by the late 1930s
nearly 300 independent stations were broadcasting it.32

The show followed the adventures of the Robinson family in the aptly
named manufacturing town of Centerville. We meet Luke Robinson, the
family patriarch and editor of the Centerville Herald; his wife Myra,
a radio host; their children Betty and Bob; Betty’s husband Dick Collins;
assorted relatives and friends; and other Centerville citizens. Like the rest
of America, Centerville is feeling the effects of the Depression.

In one plotline, even theHerald – a “sound business” if there ever was
one, Myra declares proudly – verges on collapse. This creates the oppor-
tunity for the program to show how, despite the challenges of the
Depression, market capitalism is still the best option for the American
people.

In a move perhaps unintentionally parodic of George Eliot’s
Middlemarch the town claims to represent the “center”: its name empha-
sizes its purported ordinariness, and by implication that of the Robinsons,
a quintessential “middle”American family. The show’s politics, however,
are firmly to the right of center. Each fifteen-minute episode of the folksy
drama has sustained stretches of dialogue arguing against “foreign,”
“visionary,” “experimental,” or “utopian” theories, particularly ones
that involve tax increases or deficit spending. The program was so bla-
tantly anti-Roosevelt that no network would touch it; when James
P. Selvage, the NAM’s vice president for public relations, attempted to
pitch the series to NBC, an NBC script editor wrote of the show: “the
definite intention and implication of each episode is to conduct certain
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propaganda against the New Deal and all its work.”33 The program
nevertheless gained a large following.34

NAM was of course not unique in using radio to spread its message:
radio was the dominant form of electronic mass communication in the
1930s, reaching 83 percent of American families by the end of the decade.35

Certainly, the Roosevelt administration was not shy about using radio for
its messaging. One series produced by the Department of the Interior with
assistance from the Works Progress Administration (WPA) was
“Americans All, Immigrants All,” broadcast from November 1938 to
May 1939 on CBS, which highlighted the contributions of the many ethnic
and cultural groups who helped build America with episodes dedicated to
such topics as “The Negro,” “The Irish,” “The Germans,” and “The
Jews.”36 More influential still were Roosevelt’s famous fireside chats. In
this context, NAM saw its radio efforts as self-defense, as well as a method
for warding off the political anger of people who resented business and the
large incomes of business leaders.

The American Family Robinson lifted its title from the Swiss pastor
Johan David Wyss’s 1812 novel The Swiss Family Robinson, which in
turn borrowed its central idea from Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719).
Wyss’s novel tells the story of a Swiss family, en route to Australia,
which finds itself shipwrecked on a tropical island in the Pacific. Their
new home (unlike Crusoe’s) turns out to be Edenic, filled with succulent
fruits andmagnificent creatures. The family grows prosperous. During ten
years in isolation, they build something resembling a Swiss farm, complete
with farm houses, fields, gardens, a fishery, and domesticated animals.
The industrious family colonizes the island: they turn its previously
untouched wildness into a microcosm of successful and efficient
European civilization.

The Swiss Family Robinson began as a series of bedtime stories told by
Wyss to his four young sons to arouse their curiosity about the natural
world and instill Protestant values.37 From its inception, then, the radio
program was like the novel: episodic and didactic. In particular, both sets
of Robinsons cherish the work ethic. But whereas the characters in The
Swiss Family Robinson perform their labor by hand – spinning flax,
making candles, salting fish – which is its own source of pleasure and
sensory delight, in the world of The American Family Robinson work
takes place mostly in factories and is an index of character and
patriotism.38 In short, where The Swiss Family Robinson preaches
Protestant piety, the American reboot takes as its religion free-market
fundamentalism.
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The show imparts its lessons about the value of private enterprise and
the benevolence of business through long stretches of dialogue or mono-
logue, or in the form of debates between the commonsensical editor,
Luke Robinson, and his trouble-making socialist brother-in-law,
“Windy” Bill. Bill is emblematic of the lazy and hypocritical socialist:
a sponger living off the generosity of the hard-working Robinson family.
Instead of working at an honest living, Bill pursues get-rich-quick
schemes and utopian dreams; in one episode he runs for mayor repre-
senting the “Sociological-Economical Reform and Golden Age
Reincarnationist Party.” His vocal support for “visionary wealth-
sharing programs” annoys Luke and others in the town: one
Centerville judge pronounces him a “pompous windbag” (hence the
nickname Windy) before throwing him in jail.39

Bill always loses his arguments with Luke, Myra, Dick, and the
other voices of “sound business principles” who, in Luke’s words,
“seek to maintain our economic structure rather than sacrificing it to
radical theories.” Bill offers superficial versions of liberal criticisms of
free markets, which are readily refuted. In one early episode, for
example, we hear this exchange between a fluty-voiced Bill and the
sonorous boom of the show’s pro-business hero:

Bill: That’s business for you: the big fellas ganging up against the little
fellas . . .

Luke: That’s just a childish defense for lack of initiative.Who are the big
fellas, anyway? Why, they’re the little fellas willing to work hard
enough under the same rules as apply to you and me, and become
big fellas . . .

Bill: Business has got to be taken out of the hands of businessmen.
Luke: And put into the hands of theorists, who never met a payroll for

workers on Saturdays, I suppose?

These arguments are repeated through dozens of episodes. Luke’s
characterization of the anti-business position as juvenile or “child-
ish” predates the British concept of the “nanny state,” but antici-
pates its likening of governmental intervention to parental or
maternal protection. And whereas big government is bad, big busi-
ness is good.

Luke assures the listener that rich business leaders enable, rather
than impede, social mobility in America, because men like Henry
Ford started out as mere workers, just like you and me. “Every big
company was a small company once,” one character points out (with
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no acknowledgement of the government contracts that made some of
those companies, such as railroads, big). Reforms that involve gov-
ernment spending or tax increases are “theories,” “experiments,” and
“loose talk.” By contrast, the claim that the path to recovery is the
stimulation of business through lower taxes is taken as fact.

The program inserts editorial commentary through Myra’s radio
show and Luke’s newspaper. Myra’s program, for example, hosts
a letter-writing contest inviting listeners to respond to the question:
“What will speed recovery?” Most of the letters read aloud on the
show are endorsements of private industry. Then Bill, writing under
a false name (and of course hoping to win the cash prize) offers
a preposterous suggestion: “With all the money that is stored in our
beautiful Treasury building, we could all make a new start. The
government could divide it up. A home, a car, a swimming pool for
everyone . . . big grown-up children singing happily.” This obviously
ridiculous proposition encapsulates the (allegedly) infantilizing effects
of government intervention and, in particular, the utopian reckless-
ness of New Deal policies. And the program makes clear that windy
Bill claims to want socialism for the people, but what he really wants
is money for himself.

Direct appeals to the listener break in on the program’s storylines,
sometimes with little relation to the events of the episodes in which
they are embedded. On occasion the show’s writer seems slyly aware
of this. In one episode, Betty rushes weeping to her mother (Myra):
Dick, Betty’s husband, has rushed off to Chicago without explanation
and Betty is worried the marriage is in trouble. (The radio listener
knows that Dick has gone to pursue one of “Windy” Bill’s schemes.)
In response, Myra launches into a long speech about how the manu-
facturing industry can “take care of its own.” Betty asks, hiccupping
with sobs: “What does this have to do with Dick?”

Ironically, the program’s peripheral characters tend to be more
colorful than the blandly pro-business Luke and Myra. “Windy”
Bill, the show’s token socialist, is the most entertaining major charac-
ter and the one who most consistently advances the plot through his
harebrained business schemes, his meddling, his political ambitions,
and his romantic pursuit of a histrionic – but rich – Centerville
woman. Bill was originally conceived as an incidental character;
letters from fans convinced NAM to make him a regular.40 Some of
the show’s strongest moments are comic stretches featuring Bill with
a lampshade stuck on his head, or Bill’s wealthy love interest
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shuttling farcically between Bill knocking at her back door and a rival
knocking at the front – scenes that no doubt delighted the show’s
listeners but did little to instruct them in the virtues of private enter-
prise. They did, however, contribute to the message that socialists
were preposterous (and women untrustworthy).

Alongside its idealization of capitalism, the show also idealized the
nuclear family and the domestic home. The Robinsons celebrate, in
Luke’s words, the “ideals of American home life,” guarded by wives and
daughters.41 Just as the show depicts the Centerville Herald as
a microcosm of American business and Centerville as a microcosm of
American life, the Robinson is a microcosm of the ideal American family.
The family’s struggles are America’s struggles. And the Robinsons wea-
ther their challenges, the show’s narrator tells us, “like the true Americans
they are.”42

In its didactic appeals to listeners, The American Family Robinson
cycled through a variety of anti-New Deal and anti-socialist tropes.
One idea, however, is consistently presented with peculiar and repeti-
tive force: that reform efforts are “foreign theories” that threaten the
American way of life. In various episodes, “foreign theories” are
likened to a hostile invasion. “If this country’s gonna switch from
Americanism to socialism or totalitarianism or some other kind of
foreign government,” one character insists, we all might find our-
selves working for a dictator, “instead of doing business the
American way.” This fearmongering moves quickly from socialism
to totalitarianism to foreign tyranny, eliding any distinctions among
them. At times the language veers into a militaristic register: Myra
declares in one episode that the country is waging “a battle between
the fundamental system we built up and a whole host of foreign
invaders, all bringing every kind of artillery.” Whatever the New
Deal economic reforms are – socialist, totalitarian, or simply danger-
ously unrealistic – they are, above all, un-American.

What listeners would not have known was that, at the same time
they were listening to Luke and Myra rail against foreign theories, the
program’s sponsors were literally importing foreign theorists and
their theories – the Austrian economists F. A. Hayek and Ludwig
von Mises – as a key part of their efforts to convince Americans
that economic and political freedoms were inextricably bound.
Listeners might also not have realized that while Luke insisted that
not a single European country has “a system that works better than
ours,” and that Europeans suffered low wages with “none of our
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American conveniences,” one could well have argued at the time that
in several ways, the European economy served ordinary people better.
European farmers, for example, had the convenience of electricity
before American farmers did.43

One additional point was important to NAM, particularly after
1939: the role of American industry in the war effort. In one episode,
Luke complains to another man in a diner, telling him the United
States lost billions during World War I because of too much govern-
ment control over the production of weapons, planes, and other
military materials. The moral: manufacturers, not politicians, know
how to produce military equipment. Our industrialists, Luke sighs,
“are the best in the world”; they can’t afford to make mistakes,
because if they did, “they’d have been out of business long ago.”
Myra, too, swoons over the captains of industry. Moving from
a reflection on the security of her home to the security of her country
(the first a stand-in for the second), Myra pronounces: “I know the
businessmen are doing everything possible for national defense: we’ll
be secure, all right.” The path toward national security is simple: the
government needs to let the industrial system get to work with as
little regulation as possible.

This message underscored the basic intent of the whole program:
to convince the American people of the benevolence of both manu-
facturers and of the free enterprise system, and to link both to
democratic governance. In a 1939 comment to the National
Association of Broadcasters, NAM emphasized the pro-business and
not “anti-anything” nature of this series. “It is the avowed purpose of
the American Family Robinson program to present openly, and as
effectively and attractively as radio will permit, the fundamental
principle that freedom of speech and of the press, freedom of religion
and freedom of enterprise are inseparable and must continue to be if
the system of democratic government under which this country has
flourished is to be preserved.”44

From 1939 into the 1940s, this became the key idea of nearly all NAM
arguments. Sometimes it was expressed as the “inseparability” of political
freedom, religious freedom, and economic freedom, other times as their
“indivisibility,” as in a 1937 NAM PR memo that declared that ‘‘free
enterprise is as much an indivisible part of democracy and the source of as
many blessings and benefits as are our other freedoms of speech, press and
religion,” the same language that J. Howard Pew later used in writing to
RoseWilder Lane.45 Either way, the concept was reinforced – and indeed,
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made the official, public position of NAM – in a press statement released
onDecember 9, 1939, and adopted by the Congress of American Industry.
It began:

In a world torn by war and dictatorship, Americans live at peace and in freedom.
The best assurance that we shall remain free and at peace is our own internal unity
and strength . . .. Here, people have faith in constitutional representative democ-
racy, in free enterprise, and in civil and religious liberty as inseparable fundamen-
tals of freedom to be cherished and preserved.46

These fundamentals were responsible for giving the American people
the “greatest degree of personal freedom, the widest opportunity, and the
highest standard of living in the world.”47 In short, the goal of The
American Family Robinson radio program, as a central part of the
NAM propaganda campaign, was to establish free enterprise “as one of
the three great elements (along with civil liberties . . . and the representa-
tive form of democratic governments) which go up to make the American
way of life.”48 Its goal was to persuade the American people that free
enterprise was indivisible from the American way of life.

conclusion: the character and import
of disinformation

Disinformation can take many forms. In our previous work we have
focused on two forms that have been recently prominent in American
culture and politics: the misrepresentation of scientific facts and the
promotion of misleading narratives.49 In the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries, the denial of the harms of tobacco use, the risks of
acid rain, the dangers of stratospheric ozone depletion, and the threat of
anthropogenic climate change all involved the widespread and at times
egregious misrepresentation of scientific facts. But behind these empir-
ical misrepresentations was a misleading narrative: that if we were to
admit and address these challenges, we would put our personal liberty in
peril and threaten the American way of life. As President George
H. W. Bush famously declared in the context of the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change: “The American way of
life is not up for negotiations. Period.”50

This narrative, it turns out, is much older than the struggle to address
climate change or the battle to regulate tobacco.51 Decades before the
tobacco industry insisted that government restrictions on tobacco were
the leading edge of tyranny, the National Association of Manufacturers
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promoted a sweeping narrative that placed free enterprise at the center of
American democracy and American life, and insisted on its foundational
equivalence to representative government and civic and religious liberty.
The free-market system, NAM insisted through The American Family
Robinson radio show and other propagandamaterials, was no less central
to the concept and creation of the American republic than were represen-
tative government and freedom of speech.

This narrative was at best incomplete. Among other things, by insisting
that free enterprise was a founding ideal of the American republic, NAM
elided not only the long and dark history of American slavery, but also
a substantial history of government intervention in the marketplace
through tariffs, infrastructure development, state-chartered enterprises,
and many other intercessions.52 By insisting that broad-based American
prosperity and leisure was the outcome of the free enterprise system,
NAM elided the role of unions in insuring that prosperity was in fact
broadly distributed – and not merely concentrated in the hands of a small
number of industrialists – and that American workers had leisure time to
enjoy the fruits of their labor.

In his 2018 book on neoliberalism, historian Quinn Slobodian stresses
that many thinkers lumped under the label “neoliberal” did not, in fact,
believe in unfettered markets. To the contrary, they were concerned with
what sorts of institutions, methods of governance, and forms of global
order would permit the proper functioning of markets.53 He argues,
therefore, that what these thinkers were most concerned with was the
“insulation” of markets from politics as an institution-building project.
And he insists that a significant portion of neoliberal thinking, particularly
in Europe, did not conflate free-market capitalism with democracy.

This may be so, but if European neoliberals did not conflate democracy
and free enterprise, many American captains of industry did, consciously
and deliberately so. However, they did work to insulate business practices
from the workings of democracy by attempting to persuade the American
people that the best way to protect American freedom was by letting
businessmen run their businesses as they saw fit, unrestrained by govern-
ment regulations or unionization. In the NAM portrait of America, busi-
nessmen knew best. Or, to paraphrase what would later be said with
regard to General Motors, what’s good for American business is good
for America.

NAM largely lost the fight for the hearts and minds of Americans
during the Depression and the New Deal, but they did not give up. After
the war, J. Howard Pewwould play a major role in funding a conservative
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Protestant network to shift the thinking of mainline and evangelical
Protestants to be more favorable to free market arguments. These ideas
were further promoted through outreach to conservative Christian
groups, who later became part of the coalition that brought Ronald
Reagan to power.54

Whereas earlier proponents of market fundamentalism were primarily
motivated by resistance to Progressive Era andNewDeal reforms, Reagan
offered a new, more positive prescription. Responding to the economic
difficulties of the 1970s – low growth with high inflation, also known as
“stagflation” – Reagan argued that Western economies were over-
regulated and their citizens and businesses over-taxed. In 1983, he intro-
duced the language of the “magic of the marketplace,” declaring, for
example, that the “growing economic interdependence of our world is
creating a ripple effect of good news for those countries committed to . . .

policies which allow the magic of the marketplace to create opportunities
for growth and progress, free from the dead weight of government
interference . . .. ”55 He also revived the indivisibility thesis, insisting in
many speeches on economic freedom as inseparable from, and founda-
tional to, political liberty.

The “ReaganRevolution”was thus less a revolution than a reversion to
an older economic and political narrative. What was revolutionary was
the way in which this narrative became mainstream: by the 1990s, both
Republican and Democratic administrations were promoting deregula-
tion and accepting the idea that market-based solutions were preferable to
alternatives. Some market-based solutions to environmental problems
worked: in 1990, for example, President George H. W. Bush signed the
Clean Air Act Amendments that instituted an emissions trading system to
reduce the pollution that was causing acid rain, and, as a result, acid
emissions were greatly reduced.

But they didn’t all work. Or, rather, in most cases they weren’t
even tried, as the conservative commitment to market fundamentalism
led the Republican Party increasingly into overt denial of market
failures, most conspicuously climate change. In the face of
Republican opposition and even ridicule, President Clinton was unable
to introduce a carbon pricing system into Congress. By the administra-
tion of George W. Bush, market fundamentalism was on full display,
now firmly linked to the denial of climate change. Barack Obama
pushed back against climate change denial, but was largely unable to
act in the face of an uncooperative Congress. In 2016, President Donald
Trump revived denial with a vengeance, declaring climate change to be
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a “hoax,” and rolling back environmental regulations of all kinds under
the rubric of “making America great again.” Today, the greatness of
America is again being equated with unregulated capitalism.

The history of the NAM propaganda campaign reminds us that both
false factual claims and misleading narratives are pernicious. False factual
claims confuse us about the character of a problem: whether climate
change is real, whether smoking causes cancer, whether immigration is
the cause of industrial unemployment, etc. The resulting confusion is
pernicious, because it undermines our will to act, either by persuading
us that an alleged problem is not in fact a problem or by diverting us from
its true causes.56

But misleading narratives may be even more damaging, because
they are so much more difficult to correct. This is particularly the
case, as in the example of The American Family Robinson, when they
are presented as fictional accounts and therefore cannot be subject to
the complaint that they are factually false.57 Yet such fictional stor-
ies – such misleading narratives – can do profound damage, because
they mislead us about who we are and how we came to our present
situation.
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