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Because Chernus focuses on a detailed analysis of Eisenhower’s speech, he some-
times fails to give sufªcient attention to the overall political situation at the time. For
instance, the book refers to the “internal weakness of the capitalist system” (p. 100),
but it is not clear whether this weakness resulted in the collapse of the European De-
fense Community, as Chernus subsequently claims, and, if so, what this really means.
Chernus deals with U.S. press reactions to Eisenhower’s “Atoms for Peace” speech
quite well, but he asserts, without giving much background explanation, that some
newspapers reported that the speech demonstrated the United States was not “an ag-
gressive nation” and that it would “sway the neutral nations . . . to the US side”
(pp. 107, 108). Some readers may wonder why the United States was regarded as an
“aggressive nation” in the ªrst place. Nor are we told whether the “neutrals” were truly
inclined toward Communism and therefore needed to be “swayed” to the American
position. Chernus also is wide of the mark in claiming that “in the months following
the speech, there was no wholesale resistance to the New Look among the allies”
(p. 123). After all, the New Look doctrine was ªrst sold in earnest to U.S. allies after
the “Atoms for Peace” speech, at the very time that Dulles sought to elaborate the
strategy of Massive Retaliation. Dulles’s speech in January 1954 outlining the strategy
aroused considerable unease among U.S. allies in Europe.

Despite these relatively minor drawbacks, this book is a refreshing and interesting
effort to examine the motives behind Eisenhower’s “Atoms for Peace” speech. The
speech offered a “light” against the “dark background of the atomic bomb” (p. 105)
and was well received by the U.S. media and public alike. Chernus’s thorough analysis
of Eisenhower’s discursive construction of peace and war enhances our understanding
of the philosophical and religious ideas behind Eisenhower’s “Atoms for Peace.”

✣ ✣ ✣
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Presidential rhetoric has often signaled turning points in American foreign policy
from the inception of the United States to the present. In the early days of the Ameri-
can republic, the Monroe Doctrine and George Washington’s admonition to avoid
“permanent alliances” identiªed the extent of and limits to U.S. interests. During the
Cold War, presidential speeches often conveyed signals to Soviet leaders about U.S.
policy. Presidential addresses continue to deªne American priorities in the post–Cold
War era. Yet few scholars have sought to discern the values and goals of presidents by
exploring the rhetoric they used before assuming the presidency. Ira Chernus’s
thoughtful and thorough analysis of Dwight D. Eisenhower’s public and private com-
munications before 1952 makes an important contribution to our understanding of
the origins and development of a president’s ideology.
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The extensive declassiªed archival record permits a full evaluation of Eisen-
hower’s letters, speeches, and writings during his military career and his presidency.
Although most scholars today agree that Eisenhower was a skilled politician (even if
they disagree with the merits of his leadership style or his policy positions), they con-
tinue to debate the goals of his presidential communications and their consequences.
By concentrating on the prepresidential career of the renowned World War II hero,
Chernus traces the development of Eisenhower’s political views on the Cold War and
shows how ªrmly entrenched those positions had become by the time Eisenhower en-
tered his ªrst political campaign in 1952.

Chernus examines Eisenhower’s public and private communications from 1941
to 1952, stating at the outset that he is focusing on words, not policies. Writing from
the discipline of religious studies, Chernus seeks to identify “the constantly shifting
meanings of symbols within a system of discourse” (p. 6). He ªnds that Eisenhower’s
communications “were constructed on a superªcial clarity that masked deep underly-
ing contradictions” (p. 17). Such contradictions were especially apparent in Eisen-
hower’s words on war and peace, from World War II to the early stages of the Cold
War.

Eisenhower’s communications during World War II reveal recurrent parallels be-
tween individual responsibilities and broader political goals. For example, Eisenhower
frequently discussed the importance of duty, restraint, and self-control for individuals.
Similarly, he advocated a political system that would embrace “self-reliance and volun-
tary self-restraint” (p. 41). He identiªed the goals of World War II as the preservation
of “individual freedom” and “social order” (p. 55). After the war ended, Eisenhower
continued to emphasize these goals, insisting that the United States remain prepared
to ªght future conºicts even as he called for the preservation of ties with the Soviet
Union.

In 1946 and 1947, when Eisenhower was back in Washington, DC, as Army
chief of staff, he began to question whether U.S.-Soviet friendship was feasible. He ar-
gued that the United States was leading “the banner of civilization against the forces of
communism” (p. 89), and he declared that government must ªnd a “middle way”
(p. 90) between promoting individualism and requiring cooperation to achieve its
goals. As Cold War tensions increased, Eisenhower envisioned a choice “between
peace and extinction, because of the unprecedented destructiveness of war” (p. 102).
To keep the peace, the United States, in his view, would have to maintain its military
strength while ensuring that its defense goals did not hinder its economic productiv-
ity. In a prelude to his presidential Cold War policy, Eisenhower said that the United
States must remain vigilant in warding off both internal and external threats to its
security and way of life.

After completing his tenure as Army chief of staff, Eisenhower became president
of Columbia University, where he continued to be an important voice in foreign af-
fairs. He saw the Cold War as fundamentally a moral conºict, with the forces of de-
mocracy, capitalism, individualism, and duty ªghting “all the institutions built on
selªshness” (p. 176). His ªrst memoir, Crusade in Europe, focused on World War II
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but also emphasized the postwar era’s continuing ideological struggle, in which “only
moral rectitude, economic power, and military strength could save the day” (p. 190).
Although Eisenhower still voiced support for peace at times, he recognized that the
Cold War would not likely permit peace in the near term.

Eisenhower decided to run for president during his tour of duty as the ªrst
Supreme Allied Commander of the newly formed North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO). As NATO commander, he became increasingly concerned about both
the isolationist wing of the Republican party and the growing budget deªcits of the
Democrats. As a presidential candidate, he ran on a platform advocating collective se-
curity and a balanced budget, a platform that would meet both the external and the
internal threats to U.S. interests that he had been emphasizing over the past several
years. Chernus aptly notes that “spiritual, economic, and political values were always a
single fabric” for Eisenhower (p. 257). Yet even though Eisenhower aimed for clarity
and optimism in his speeches, Chernus concludes that the future president actually
showed inconsistencies in his rhetoric and often sparked fear with his apocalyptic
language.

The detailed attention in the book to Eisenhower’s communications makes for
rich reading, though the broader arguments need to be developed more fully. In par-
ticular, the inconsistencies that Chernus ªnds in Eisenhower’s discourse require fur-
ther analysis in each part of Eisenhower’s career, from World War II military com-
mander to Army chief of staff to Columbia University president to presidential
candidate. Furthermore, the parallels between Eisenhower’s prepresidential rhetoric
and his presidential statements, especially in discussing external and internal threats to
U.S. security, are striking. They merit some evaluation in the conclusion to illustrate
the common themes in Eisenhower’s military and political careers.

Chernus raises some intriguing questions about whether Eisenhower employed a
“paranoid style” of discourse (p. 232), but the book does not address this issue
sufªciently. If, indeed, a “style” can be identiªed in Eisenhower’s communications,
then what were the consequences? How might public reaction to Eisenhower’s rheto-
ric have been mitigated by Eisenhower’s personality, which consistently conveyed op-
timism and good cheer? Chernus’s thought-provoking analysis of Eisenhower’s ideol-
ogy and discourse needs to track the empirical record more directly.

This book will be of interest to students of the presidency, the Cold War, Ameri-
can foreign policy, and political rhetoric. It makes clear that scholars who want to ex-
amine the ideas that undergird a president’s agenda should pay at least as much atten-
tion to prepresidential communications as they do to presidential rhetoric.

✣ ✣ ✣
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