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some considerably more radical or anti-liberal than others, the comparative
ethicist presumably shall need to provide differential treatment to each.
March’s approach pilots readers to the conclusion that Islam as a whole
may be seen as fairly conservative but compatible with political liberalism,
and yet the argument risks missing its mark if Islam has now branched
into multiple distinct comprehensive doctrines.

Finally, while March nowhere excludes the possibility of meaningful
transformations to liberalism in its encounter with Islam, there is precious
little by way of what, if anything, the search for an overlapping consensus
might lead Islam rightly to demand by way of normative or interpretive
modifications to liberalism. For that matter, it is not exactly clear, by
the end of the book, why Muslims should affirm an overlapping consensus
on citizenship in the first place. March is lucid on what he believes politi-
cal liberalism demands of Muslim minorities (135), but he seems simply
to take it that Rawls’s view is right, and he swallows the Rawlsian line that
political liberalism must abstain from various important claims to truth.
While one may agree that political liberalism is superior to perfectionist
liberal doctrines, it is unclear why advocacy of a “shared conception” of
truth or virtue would suffice to make a liberal view perfectionist (265),
especially if the conception at issue were one grounded in, say, cardinal
principles of liberty of conscience that structure tolerant, non-perfectionist
institutions for religious, and non-religious citizens alike.

None of these remarks diminish March’s fine study or its accomplish-
ments; they merely qualify them. March’s book is an excellent and
notable contribution to religion and politics, to the burgeoning study of com-
parative ethics, and to work in contemporary and future political theory.

Religion and American Foreign Policy, 1945-1960: The Soul of
Containment. By William Inboden. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 2008. xi + 356 pp. $80.00 cloth

doi:10.1017/S1755048311000101

Matthew Avery Sutton
Washington State University

Just one day after Winston Churchill warned that an iron curtain was des-
cending on Europe, Harry Truman delivered a less-known but nearly as
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important speech to the Federal Council of Churches. “If the civilized
world as we know it today is to survive,” he proclaimed, “the gigantic
power which man has acquired through atomic energy must be matched
by spiritual strength of greater magnitude. All mankind now stands in
the doorway to destruction — or upon the threshold of the greatest age
in history” (110).

Historians have long understood that the Cold War had a religious
dimension. Politicians, preachers, and media tycoons often framed the
conflict as a battle between atheistic communism and Judeo-Christian
(and capitalist) values. Nevertheless, no historian has provided a thorough
analysis of the relationships among religion and American Cold War
policy until now. William Inboden’s excellent Religion and American
Foreign Policy, 1945-1960, is a meticulously researched, well-written,
and carefully argued analysis of religion’s central role in the Cold War.

Inboden frames the Cold War as a “religious war.” He argues that reli-
gion is as essential to our understanding of the post-World War II era as
balance of power realities, security concerns, political and economic ideol-
ogy, and individual leadership. Although previous historians may “ignore
God,” he writes, and “neglect the spiritual factor, Americans in the 1940s
and 1950s did not. . . . Many American political leaders believed that their
nation had a divine calling to oppose the Soviet Union, and to reshape the
world according to the divine design” (4). Furthermore, he argues, “only
by summoning the American people to a religious crusade could U.S.
leaders maintain domestic support for the extraordinary measures needed
to fight the Cold War” (5). The people crafting Cold-War policy believed
that among the United States’ most potent weapons was religious faith.

To make this argument, Inboden begins his narrative by focusing on the
actions of religious leaders in the early Cold-War era. He does a masterful
job of identifying and characterizing the three major Protestant groups that
sought to influence the direction of the nation. Liberal Protestants,
working through the Federal Council of Churches, preached pacifism, dis-
armament, and the virtues of the United Nations. Christian realists, most
directly associated with Reinhold Niebuhr, preached a more hawkish
defense and justified the maintenance of atomic weapons, while also advo-
cating more aid for the developing world. Meanwhile evangelicals
remained suspicious of the U.N. and were most interested in preserving
the rights of their missionaries to move and preach freely abroad.
Inboden also weaves Jews, Catholics, and Orthodox believers into his nar-
rative although he views their impact as less significant than that of
Protestants.
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After establishing the religious context, Inboden turns to the ways in
which Truman, Eisenhower, and the presidents’ surrogates worked to
mobilize the faithful in support of state policies. Truman believed that
“the United States needed to lead the world’s religious forces in opposing
the forces of atheism and irreligion controlled by the Soviet Union” and he
“saw religion as a potent tool to undermine faith in the Soviet system, and
to bring about its eventual demise” (107). Therefore, he worked to
organize all of the nation’s religious leaders into an anti-communist
bloc that would support America’s Cold War policy at home and work
with religious leaders abroad to undermine communism by spreading
faith. At one point the president explained to his wife, “We’ve got to
organize the people who believe in honor and the Golden Rule to win
the world back to peace and Christianity. Ain’t it hell!” (140).
Unfortunately for Truman, it was hell indeed. The one thing that united
American Protestants was their shared anti-Catholicism. No matter how
hard Truman worked to build a unified religious coalition of Protestants,
Catholics, and Orthodox to fight communism and preach the merits of
democracy and free markets to the world, Protestants refused to work
with the Vatican. As a result, Truman and his advisors eventually bypassed
religious leaders and crafted a new form of civil religion appropriate for the
era. In Inboden’s words, Truman developed a “theology” of containment,
which was expanded by John Foster Dulles and Dwight Eisenhower in the
1950s. Truman and Ike’s civil faith was bland and generic but effective,
helping define American culture and policy.

Beyond the argument itself, what makes this book especially note-
worthy is the breadth of its research. Inboden immersed himself in the
major sources of American foreign policy at the Library of Congress
and the Truman and Eisenhower presidential libraries; and in the major
repositories of American religion including the papers of the National
Council of Churches at the Presbyterian Historical Society and various
evangelical collections at the Billy Graham Center Archives. He also
looked at hundreds of newspaper and magazine article, speeches, and
sermons. Rarely has an author achieved such fluency in both the
language of American diplomatic history and the language of American
religion.

Inboden has taken on an ambitious project — not many historians
would be confident enough to tackle Billy Graham, Reinhold Niebuhr,
Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, John Foster Dulles, and missionaries
passionate about China, a Senator who routinely gets policy advice from
God, and a host of secondary but equally fascinating characters in a single
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book. I suspect that specialists in the various fields that Inboden has united
in this study will find issues or interpretations with which to quibble. But
so what? This book is a tremendous achievement which demonstrates that
if historians are to understand the world through the eyes of their subjects,
they had better understand the significance of religious faith.
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