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The Socialist Party of America: A Complete History
By Jack Ross
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2015. Pp. xxvi, 753. Appendices, notes, bibliography, 
index. $50.00.)

There has been a dearth of books cov-
ering the Socialist Party of America 
after the “Debs Era.” This volume car-
ries the history up through what the 
author sees as the final resting place 
of the party in the emergence of ex-
Socialist neo-conservatism during the 
years leading up to Ronald Reagan’s 
1980 presidential election. As such, it 
is a crucial and necessary book.

Among the highlights of Ross’s 
work are his discussions of the So-
cialist Party’s anti-war stance during 
World War II (and the division this 
engendered), the relationship be-
tween the Socialist and the Red Scare 
during the 1950s, and finally the 
emergence of the New Left, especially 
Students for a Democratic Society. In 
his treatment of World War II, Ross 
argues that the Socialists were further 
“left” than their rivals, the Commu-
nist Party. The Socialist Party believed 
that the war was nothing more than a 
replay of the inter-imperialist rivalry 
that had led to World War I. They 
refused to see the challenge of fascism 
as different. Ross also details the So-
cialists’ involvement with the America 
First movement, de-emphasizing the 
claim that anti-interventionists often 
had pro-fascist sympathies.  

Ross sees two trajectories emerg-
ing during the post-war period that 
would have long-term implications. 
Socialists, and increasingly ex-Social-
ists, made anti-communism central 

to their political program. This deci-
sion would serve as a critical point 
of division during the 1960s, when 
the Socialists split over the war in 
Vietnam. A second issue that emerged 
in the 1950s was Israel and Zionism. 
Socialists, who had traditionally 
been anti-Zionist, began gradually 
moving towards support for Israel. 
By the 1960s and 1970s, this stand 
also influenced the emergence of neo-
conservatism.

Finally, Ross examines the role of 
Socialists and their heirs in the emer-
gence of the New Left. During the 
1950s, Socialist Party activists Bayard 
Rustin and A. Philip Randolph were 
involved with Martin Luther King 
Jr., and they became key organizers 
of the 1963 March on Washington. 
However, as the anti-Vietnam war 
movement became central to the New 
Left and as the Civil Rights movement 
turned towards greater militancy, the 
Socialists balked. Older Socialists 
found the new organization’s rejec-
tion of anti-Communism especially 
galling. 

While this book is near encyclope-
dic in its coverage of the history of the 
Socialist Party, there are significant 
weaknesses.  First, because the author 
begins by attempting to focus on the 
role of the party as an electoral party, 
he over-emphasizes its roots in the 
Populist Party, and neglects the im-
pact of fierce industrial conflict in the 
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Franklin D. Roosevelt: Road to the New Deal, 1882-1939
By Roger Daniels
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2015. Pp. 568. Illustrations, notes, bibliography, index. 
$34.95.)

At the outset of Franklin D. Roosevelt: 
Road to the New Deal, 1882–1939, 
Roger Daniels tells us that he had ini-
tially planned to write a small, single-
volume work. But there is something 
about writing about Franklin (and 
Eleanor) Roosevelt that inevitably 
results in multi-volume efforts of five 
hundred pages or more, of which this 
book is yet another example. 

Daniels has written what he calls a 
“political biography,” that is, a biogra-
phy about the public—rather than the 
personal—man. The narrative is struc-
tured around extracts from Roosevelt’s 
Public Papers and Addresses (thirteen 

volumes) and Complete Press Confer-
ences (twenty-five volumes). These 
public statements are enlivened and 
interwoven with contemporary press 
accounts from the New York Times, 
which covered Roosevelt beginning 
in 1905. While much of the Roosevelt 
material is available in published and 
online sources, Daniels’s extensive 
use of the Times archives makes this a 
new approach to a familiar topic. “The 
fact that modern technology placed a 
searchable version of the Times on my 
desktop,” the author tells us, “facili-
tated my ability to extract even passing 
references” (p. xv). 

latter years of the nineteenth and the 
early twentieth centuries. Secondly, 
he offers almost no real analysis of the 
immigrant composition of the Social-
ist movement during this period, the 
one exception being his focus on the 
Jewish Socialists of New York City, 
who came to assume major party roles 
after World War I.  

Overall, the author fails to offer a 
significant analysis of the challenge 
that the Communist Party posed to 
American Socialism, especially dur-
ing the 1930s. Ross writes about the 
Communists as if he were still look-
ing at the differences through the 
eyes of a Socialist Party factionalist, 
petulantly complaining about either 

the Communist Party’s support for 
the Soviet Union or about how the 
Socialists were the “real” revolution-
aries.  After twenty years of detailed 
historical scholarship on the role of 
the Communists in communities and 
in unions, this is a major weakness. 
In the end, I was impressed by the 
depth of archival research, and by 
the story itself, which has been left 
mostly untold—at least recently. The 
book’s weaknesses should encourage 
scholars to engage more fully in this 
history.
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