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Summary Overview

Harry Truman'’s address at his second inauguration in 1949 covered several important topics. He emphasized the
importance of peace and security in a world still recovering from World War 1, highlighting the need for a strong
national defense to deter potential threats, particularly from the Soviet Union. Truman reaffirmed the fundamental
American values of democracy, freedom, and economic opportunity, underscoring their importance both athome
and in the international sphere. Given the Cold War tensions that were emerging, he addressed the necessity of
opposing tyranny and supporting free peoples worldwide, calling for continued American leadership in promoting
peace, security, and economic stability through organizations like the United Nations. Additionally, Truman spoke
about domestic prosperity, stressing the importance of economic growth and the responsibilities of Americans to
uphold democratic ideals. In sum, the address reflected a commitment to both domestic progress and the United
States’ role as a global leader during a pivotal period
of global tension and reconstruction.

Defining Moment

The immediate context of Truman’s 1949 inaugural
address was rooted in the transition from wartime to
peacetime, which brought both opportunities and
challenges. Following the end of World War 11 in
1945, the United States had emerged as one of the
world’s two superpowers, alongside the Soviet Union.
The war’s aftermath saw a desire for peace and stabil-
ity, but it also revealed new threats, particularly the
spread of communism, which Truman and his admin-
istration viewed as a significant danger to democratic
nations and global peace. This shaped the U.S. for-
eign policy move known as the Truman Doctrine, an-
nounced earlier in 1947, which committed the
United States to providing aid to countries threatened
by communism, starting with Greece and Turkey.

At the same time, the Marshall Plan was launched
to aid the economic recovery of war-torn Europe, aim-
ing to foster stability and prevent the spread of com-
munism by promoting economic growth and political
stability. Domestically, the country was experiencing
rapid economic expansion, but there were domestic

concerns about inflation, labor strikes, and social
Changes following the war. Harry S. Truman. Photo via Wikimedia Commons. [Public domain. |
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The Cold War tensions were intensifying, with dis-
agreements over spheres of influence, military alli-
ances like the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) forming, and ideological conflicts between
capitalism and communism. Truman’s address aimed
to reinforce American resolve and leadership in pro-
moting a peaceful, democratic, and secure world, em-
phasizing the need for collective effort and
responsibility at both the national and international
levels. This speech served to set the tone for the
United States’ foreign policy and national outlook in
the early Cold War period, emphasizing resilience,
leadership, and a commitment to democracy amidst
rising global uncertainties.

Author Biography

Harry S. Truman was born on May 8, 1884, in Lamar,
Missouri. Before entering politics, he worked as a
farmer and a small business owner, gaining a reputa-
tion as a practical and hardworking man. He served in
World War [ as an artillery officer, an experience that
shaped his views on leadership and service. Truman

was elected to the U.S. Senate in 1934, representing
Missouri, and quickly became known for his straight-
forwardness and integrity. During his time in Con-
gress, he earned a reputation as a champion of fiscal
responsibility and an advocate for rural and
working-class Americans.

In 1944, Truman was chosen as Franklin D. Roose-
velt's vice-presidential running mate, and he became
vice president in January 1945. Following Roosevelt's
death in April 1945, Truman assumed the presidency
during a crucial moment in history, just as World War
IT was ending. As president, Truman made decisive
decisions, including authorizing the use of atomic
bombs on Japan and establishing the Truman Doc-
trine to combat communism. His leadership was
marked by efforts to rebuild the postwar world and
shape U.S. foreign policy during the Cold War. Tru-
man served as president until 1953, leaving a legacy
as a plain-spoken, resilient leader dedicated to Ameri-
can values and global stability. He died in 1972 and
was buried at the Harry S. Truman Presidential
Library and Museum in Independence, Missouri.
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Historical Document

Address at Second Inaguration

Delivered 20 January 1949
Mr. Vice President, Mr. Chief Justice, and fellow citizens:

[ accept with humility the honor which the American people have conferred
upon me. I accept it with a resolve to do all that T can for the welfare of this
Nation and for the peace of the world.

In performing the duties of my office, T need the help and the prayers of every
one of you. T ask for your encouragement and for your support. The tasks we
face are difficult. We can accomplish them only if we work together.

Each period of our national history has had its special challenges. Those that
confront us now are as momentous as any in the past. Today marks the begin-
ning not only of a new Administration, but of a period that will be eventful,
perhaps decisive, for us and for the world.

It may be our lot to experience, and in a large measure to bring about, a major
turning point in the long history of the human race. The first half of this cen-
tury has been marked by unprecedented and brutal attacks on the rights of
man, and by the two most frightful wars in history. The supreme need of our
time is for men to learn to live together in peace and harmony:.

The peoples of the earth face the future with grave uncertainty, composed al-
most equally of great hopes and great fears. In this time of doubt, they look to
the United States as never before for good will, strength, and wise leadership.

It is fitting, therefore, that we take this occasion to proclaim to the world the
essential principles of faith by which we live, and to declare our aims to all
peoples.

The American people stand firm in the faith which has inspired this Nation
from the beginning. We believe that all men have a right to equal justice under
law and equal opportunity to share in the common good. We believe that all
men have the right to freedom of thought and expression. We believe that all
men are created equal because they are created in the image of God.

From this faith we will not be moved.
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The American people desire, and are determined to work for, a world in which
all nations and all peoples are free to govern themselves as they see fit, and to
achieve a decent and satisfying life. Above all else, our people desire, and are
determined to work for, peace on earth—a just and lasting peace—based on
genuine agreement freely arrived at by equals.

In the pursuit of these aims, the United States and other like-minded nations
find themselves directly opposed by a regime with contrary aims and a totally
different concept of life. That regime adheres to a talse philosophy which pur-
ports to offer freedom, security, and greater opportunity to mankind. Misled
by that philosophy, many peoples have sacrificed their liberties only to learn to
their sorrow that deceit and mockery, poverty and tyranny, are their reward.

That false philosophy is communism.

Communism is based on the belief that man is so weak and inadequate that
he is unable to govern himself, and therefore requires the rule of strong
masters.

Democracy is based on the conviction that man has the moral and intellectual
capacity, as well as the inalienable right, to govern himself with reason and
justice.

Communism subjects the individual to arrest without lawful cause, punish-
ment without trial, and forced labor as the chattel of the State. It decrees
what information he shall receive, what art he shall produce, what leaders he

shall follow, and what thoughts he shall think.

Democracy maintains that government is established for the benefit of the in-
dividual, and is charged with the responsibility of protecting the rights of the
individual and his freedom in the exercise of those abilities of his.

Communism maintains that social wrongs can be corrected only by violence.

Democracy has proved that social justice can be achieved through peaceful
change.

Communism holds that the world is so widely divided into opposing classes
that war is inevitable.

Democracy holds that free nations can settle differences justly and maintain a
lasting peace.

The differences between communism and democracy do not concern the
United States alone. People everywhere are coming to realize that what is in-
volved is material well-being, human dignity, and the right to believe in and
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worship God. I state these differences, not to draw issues of belief as such,
but because the actions resulting from the Communist philosophy are a
threat to the efforts of free nations to bring about world recovery and lasting
peace.

Since the end of hostilities, the United States has invested its substance and
its energy in a great constructive effort to restore peace, stability, and freedom
to the world. We have sought no territory. We have imposed our will on none.
We have asked for no privileges that we would not extend to others.

We have constantly and vigorously supported the United Nations and related
agencies as a means of applying democratic principles to international rela-
tions. We have consistently advocated and relied upon peaceful settlement of
disputes among nations. We have made every effort to secure agreement on
effective international control of our most powerful weapon, and we have
worked steadily for the limitation and control of all armaments.

We have encouraged, by precept and example, the expansion of world trade
on a sound and fair basis. Almost a year ago, in company with 16 free nations
of Europe, we launched the greatest cooperative economic program in history.
The purpose of that unprecedented effort is to invigorate and strengthen de-
mocracy in Europe, so that the free people of that continent can resume their
rightful place in the forefront of civilization and can contribute once more to
the security and welfare of the world.

Our efforts have brought new hope to all mankind. We have beaten back de-
spair and defeatism. We have saved a number of countries from losing their
liberty. Hundreds of millions of people all over the world now agree with us,
that we need not have war—that we can have peace.

The initiative is ours. We are moving on with other nations to build an even
stronger structure of international order and justice. We shall have as our
partners countries which, no longer solely concerned with the problem of na-
tional survival, are now working to improve the standards of living of all their
people. We are ready to undertake new projects to strengthen a free world.

In the coming years, our program for peace and freedom will emphasize four
major courses of action.

First, we will continue to give unfaltering support to the United Nations and
related agencies, and we will continue to search for ways to strengthen their
authority and increase their effectiveness. We believe that the United Na-
tions will be strengthened by the new nations which are being formed in lands
now advancing toward self-government under democratic principles.
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Second, we will continue our programs for world economic recovery. This
means, first of all, that we must keep our full weight behind the European re-
covery program. We are confident [of] the success of this major venture in
world recovery. We believe that our partners in this effort will achieve the sta-
tus of self-supporting nations once again. In addition, we must carry out our
plans for reducing the barriers to world trade and increasing its volume. Eco-
nomic recovery and peace itsell depend on increased world trade.

Third, we will strengthen freedom-loving nations against the dangers of ag-
gression. We are working out with a number of countries a joint agreement de-
signed to strengthen the security of the North Atlantic area. Such an
agreement would take the form of a collective defense arrangement within
the terms of the United Nations Charter. We have already established such a
defense pact for the Western Hemisphere by the treaty of Rio de Janeiro.

The primary purpose of these agreements is to provide unmistakable proof of
the joint determination of the free countries to resist armed attack from any
quarter. Every country participating in these arrangements must contribute
all it can to the common defense. If we make it sufficiently clear, in advance,
that any armed attack affecting our national security would be met with over-
whelming force, the armed attack might never occur.

[ hope soon to send to the Senate a treaty respecting the North Atlantic secu-
rity plan. In addition, we will provide military advice and equipment to free
nations which will cooperate with us in the maintenance of peace and
security.

Fourth, we must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our
scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and
growth of underdeveloped areas. More than half the people of the world are
living in conditions approaching misery. Their food is inadequate. They are
victims of disease. Their economic life is primitive and stagnant. Their pov-
erty is a handicap and a threat both to them and to more prosperous areas.

For the first time in history, humanity possesses the knowledge and the skill to
relieve the suffering of these people. The United States is pre-eminent among
the nations in the development of industrial and scientific techniques. The
material resources which we can afford to use for assistance of other peoples
are limited. But our imponderable resources in technical knowledge are con-
stantly growing and are inexhaustible.

I believe that we should make available to peace-loving peoples the benefits
of our store of technical knowledge in order to help them realize their aspira-
tions for a better life. And in cooperation with other nations, we should foster
capital investment in areas needing development. Our aim should be to help
the free peoples of the world, through their own efforts, to produce more food,
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more clothing, more materials for housing, and more mechanical power to
lighten their burdens.

We invite other countries to pool their technological resources in this under-
taking. Their contributions will be warmly welcomed. This should be a coop-
erative enterprise in which all nations work together through the United
Nations and its specialized agencies whenever practicable. It must be a
worldwide effort for the achievement of peace, plenty, and freedom.

With the cooperation of business, private capital, agriculture, and labor in this
country, this program can greatly increase the industrial activity in other na-
tions and can raise substantially their standards of living.

Such new economic developments must be devised and controlled to the
benefit the peoples of the areas in which they are established. Guarantees to
the investor must be balanced by guarantees in the interest of the people
whose resources and whose labor go into these developments.

The old imperialism—exploitation for foreign profit—has no place in our
plans. What we envisage is a program of development based on the concepts
of democratic fair-dealing.

All countries, including our own, will greatly benefit from a constructive pro-
gram for the better use of the world’s human and natural resources. Experi-
ence shows that our commerce with other countries expands as they progress
industrially and economically. Greater production is the key to prosperity and
peace. And the key to greater production is a wider and more vigorous appli-
cation of modern scientific and technical knowledge.

Only by helping the least fortunate of its members to help themselves can the
human family achieve the decent, satisfying life that is the right of all people.
Democracy alone can supply the vitalizing force to stir the peoples of the
world into triumphant action, not only against their human oppressors, but
also against their ancient enemies—hunger, misery, and despair.

On the basis of these four major courses of action we hope to help create the
conditions that will lead eventually to personal freedom and happiness for all
mankind.

If we are to be successful in carrying out these policies, it is clear that we must
have continued prosperity in this country and we must keep ourselves strong.

Slowly but surely we are weaving a world fabric of international security and
growing prosperity. We are aided by all who wish to live in freedom from
fear—even by those who live today in fear under their own governments. We
are aided by all who want relief from lies and propaganda, those who desire



328

Liberalism Writ Large: The New Deal and After

truth and sincerity. We are aided by all who desire self-government and a voice
in deciding their own affairs. We are aided by all who long for economic secu-
rity—for the security and abundance that men in free societies can enjoy. We
are aided by all who desire freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and free-
dom to live their own lives for useful ends.

Our allies are the millions who hunger and thirst after righteousness.

In due time, as our stability becomes manifest, as more and more nations
come to know the benefits of democracy and to participate in growing abun-
dance, I believe that those countries which now oppose us will abandon their
delusions and join with the free nations of the world in a just settlement of in-
ternational differences.

Events have brought our American democracy to new influence and new re-
sponsibilities. They will test our courage, our devotion to duty, and our con-
cept of liberty. But T say to all men, what we have achieved in liberty, we will
surpass in greater liberty.

Steadfast in our faith in the Almighty, we will advance toward a world where
man'’s freedom is secure. To that end, we will devote our strength, our re-
sources, and our firmness of resolve.

With God’s help, the future of mankind will be assured in a world of justice,
harmony, and peace.

RIS

Glossary
chattel: property, specifically movable property

European recovery program: also known as the Marshall Plan, a U.S. program of
economic aid for the reconstruction of postwar Europe
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Document Analysis

Harry S. Truman’s 1949 inaugural address resonates
with a sense of profound responsibility and a vision for
a world grappling with the aftermath of global conflict
and the rise of ideological divisions. He approaches the
presidency with humility, acknowledging the honor be-
stowed upon him by the American people, and dedi-
cates himself to the dual goals of ensuring the welfare
of the nation and fostering peace throughout the world.
Truman recognizes that the challenges facing the
United States and the international community de-
mand a unified and collaborative approach, stressing
that collective effort is the only path toward overcom-
ing the obstacles that lay ahead.

The speech highlights the historical significance of
the moment, emphasizing that the world stands at a
pivotal juncture comparable to any in the past. He un-
derscores the urgent need for humanity to learn to co-
exist peacefully, given the unprecedented attacks on
human rights and the devastation wrought by two
world wars. Truman acknowledges the prevailing
sense of uncertainty, characterized by a mixture of
hope and fear, but expresses confidence that the
United States will rise to the occasion, providing the
necessary leadership, goodwill, and strength to navi-
gate the complexities of the era. This leadership, he
asserts, will be firmly grounded in core American val-
ues, which serve as a beacon of hope in a world
overshadowed by ideological conflict.

At the heart of Truman’s address is a firm commit-
ment to fundamental American principles: equal
justice under the law, equal opportunity for all, and
the unalienable freedoms that defines the American
spirit. These values, he argues, stand in stark con-
trast to the oppressive nature of communism, which
he characterizes as a false philosophy that promises
freedom but delivers only deceit, poverty, and tyr-
anny. Truman presents democracy as a system based
on the conviction that individuals possess the moral
and intellectual capacity to govern themselves with
reason and justice, a belief that empowers citizens
and fosters a society built on principles of fairness
and equality.

To translate these principles into action, Truman
outlines a comprehensive four-point program

designed to promote international security, foster eco-
nomic recovery, and defend freedom-loving nations
from the threat of aggression. A key component of this
program is the provision of technical assistance to un-
derdeveloped areas, an initiative aimed at sharing sci-
entific advancements and industrial progress to
improve living conditions and foster economic growth
across the globe. This effort, he emphasizes, is to be
guided by the principles of democratic fair-dealing,
prioritizing the well-being and empowerment of the
people in these regions rather than exploitation for
foreign profit.

Truman recognizes that the success of these am-
bitious global initiatives depends on the continued
prosperity and strength of the United States. He
stresses the importance of maintaining a strong do-
mestic economy and a vibrant society to support
America’s leadership role on the world stage. Tru-
man envisions a world fabric of international secu-
rity and growing prosperity, woven together by
those who share a common desire for freedom,
truth, and self-governance. Confident that even
those nations currently opposed to these values will
eventually embrace them and join in a just settle-
ment, Truman reaffirms America’s commitment to
liberty and concludes with a powerful call for jus-
tice, harmony, and peace, all guided by an unwaver-
ing faith in God.

Essential Themes

Truman’s second inaugural address was met with a
mix of reactions, both domestically and internation-
ally. Many Americans, particularly those within the
Democratic party, responded favorably to Truman’s
call for continued social and economic progress at
home and for a more active role in global affairs. His
emphasis on civil rights, while cautious for the time,
resonated with those seeking greater equality. His re-
affirmation of the “Fair Deal,” his domestic agenda,
was welcomed by labor unions and those who sup-
ported expanding social safety nets. In Europe, still
recovering from World War 11, and among developing
nations, the promises of the four-point program (tech-
nical assistance) offered a beacon of hope and a po-
tential pathway to modernization. The commitment
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to the United Nations was also seen as a positive sign
for international cooperation.

Republicans in Congress, on the other hand, who
had gained ground in the 1946 elections, were often
critical of Truman’s domestic policies, viewing them
as excessive government intervention. They also ex-
pressed concerns about the cost of his foreign aid pro-
grams. Some questioned the feasibility and potential
cost of the four-point program (also called the “Point
Four Program”), arguing that it might overextend
American resources. There were also concerns about
potential unintended consequences and the risk of
neocolonialism. Meanwhile, some Southern Demo-
crats were resistant to Truman'’s civil rights proposals,
which they viewed as a threat to the established racial
hierarchy.

Overall, though, the speech was well-received by a
significant portion of the American public and

internationally, particularly among those who sup-
ported a strong U.S. role in global affairs and progres-
sive domestic policies. It is now largely remembered
as a bold statement of American values and a commit-
ment to global leadership during the early years of the
Cold War.

—DMichael Shally-Jensen, PhD
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