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CONGRESSMAN USHER BURDICK OF NORTH

DAKOTA AND THE “UNGODLY MENACE”
ANTI-UNITED NATIONS RHETORIC, 1950-1958

BERNARD LEMELIN

In the rare studies dealing with American
post-World War II isolationism, the state of
North Dakota always holds a special place, as
it has acquired the reputation of having been
“the nation’s most isolationist state during
[the] postwar decade.”! To a large extent, this
reputation can be ascribed to the attitude of
some of its prominent members on Capitol
Hill, such as Senators William Langer, who
voted against the United Nations Charter in
1945, and his colleague Milton Young, an
opponent of the North Atlantic Treaty in
1949.2 Representative Usher Burdick, who sat

KEY WORDS: Usher Burdick, Cold War, Congress,
Dwight D. Eisenhower, isolationism, North Dakota,
Harry S. Truman, United Nations, US foreign policy

Bernard Lemelin is associate professor in the
Department of History at Laval University, Quebec
City, Canada. A specialist of contempory history of
US politics and foreign policy, his research focuses
mostly on the Truman period and the internal dynamics
of foreign policy making in the United States.

[GPQ 22 (Summer 2002): 163- 81]

163

between 1949 and 1959, also contributed to
the isolationist label given to this midwestern
state. This Republican politician, not enthu-
siastic about US participation in the Korean
War, eagerly lambasted foreign aid during the
Truman-Eisenhower years.> Above all, the
North Dakota congressman attracted attention
during the postwar period for his vehement
criticism of the United Nations Organization
and for his advocacy of an American with-
drawal from this international body created in
1945.

This article, which is largely based on an
examination of the politician’s rich manuscript
collection at the University of North Dakota
(Grand Forks), seeks to examine and compre-
hend Burdick’s position toward the United
Nations (UN) during the Truman-Eisenhower
era. Such a study seems justified on several
grounds. First, Burdick’s stance in the field of
foreign policy during the early Cold War years,
notably his opposition to the United Nations,
was sufficiently unusual in itself to be intrigu-
ing for any attentive observer of the period.
In fact, the Republican congressman was in-
contestably one of the earliest public critics of
the international organization in the United
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States. Second, such a study is relevant given
the contemporary US perspective, which is
marked by an “often turbulent relationship™
between the American nation and the inter-
national body as well as a growing anti-UN
sentiment in Congress and among the public.’
This theme is all the more warranted inas-
much as some key elements of Burdick’s rheto-
ric still hold a prominent place in the recent
anti-UN discourse of conservative commen-
tators and politicians such as Jesse Helms of
North Carolina, the Republican chairman of
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. In
the same vein, Burdick’s denigratory com-
ments (as we will see) about the UN-affiliated
United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization still find echoes at the
dawn of the twenty-first century, for instance:
“[UNESCQ] was a corrupt, anti-American
organization,” said California representative
Tom Lantos in the spring of 2001.7 Inciden-
tally, some current websites railing against the
United Nations cite Usher Burdick as having
warned, a half century ago, of some dangers
associated with an American membership in
the international body.?

In order to attain our goal of understanding
Usher Burdick’s attitude and also to enlarge
our comprehension of the context in which
his views evolved, I draw on a wide range of
primary sources: in addition to Burdick’s pa-
pers and congressional documents, newspa-
pers, and magazines, I have consulted the
manuscript collections of Burdick’s contem-
poraries and colleagues on Capitol Hill. But
before reviewing Burdick’s stance concerning
the United Nations, some biographical infor-
mation and a brief look at his domestic record
is necessary in order to better understand the
foreign policy viewpoint of this man depicted
by a Massachusetts colleague as “one of North
Dakota’s most distinguished sons.””

LANDMARKS
Born in Owatonna, Minnesota, in 1879,

Usher Lloyd Burdick, the youngest of six chil-
dren, moved with his parents to Dakota Terri-

tory three years later. Such a family reloca-
tion was unavoidable, as he later recalled: “In
the spring of 1882 it was apparent to father
that he could never pay for [our] farm [in
Owatonna]. He had struggled from 1866 to
1882 and still the debt was bigger than when
he started.”’® Raised among the Sioux,!! the
young Usher, who tried unsuccessfully to en-
list in a North Dakota company that intended
to serve in the Spanish-American War,!?
graduated from the State Normal School at
Mayville in 1900. The following year, he mar-
ried Emma Rassmussen who ultimately gave
him three children. The year 1904 was par-
ticularly important: he graduated from the Law
Faculty of the University of Minnesota in
Minneapolis, was admitted to the bar, and set
up practice in Munich, North Dakota. Two
years later, he was first elected to public of-
fice as a representative to the State House of
Representatives. His entry into politics was
encouraged by a prominent Progressive Re-
publican, State Senator George Winship,
founder and publisher of the Grand Forks Her-
ald.’® Member of the legislative assembly in
1907-1908, Burdick, who represented Cava-
lier County, was reelected in 1909 and dem-
onstrated his popularity by being elected
Speaker of the House. He had the distinction
in that same year (1909) of being, at the age of
thirty, the youngest speaker in the United
States.* In 1910 he moved to Williston, North
Dakota, where he established his ranch and
continued practicing law. In subsequent years,
he proved himself to be successful in office,
being appointed lieutenant governor (1911-
1913), state’s attorney of Williams County
(1913-1915), special prosecutor (1915-1920),
and assistant US district attorney for North
Dakota (1929-1932). However, Burdick, es-
pecially sensitive to the plight of the farmers
in his own state and their efforts to control
market forces, failed in his first attempt as a
Progressive Republican to win election to US
Congress in 1932. In fact, his advocacy of ab-
rogating Prohibition and his backing of
Franklin Roosevelt over Herbert Hoover were
rather unpopular in North Dakota. After los-
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ing that election, he was named president of
the North Dakota Farmers’ Holiday Associa-
tion (NDFHA), an organization that aimed to
prevent farm foreclosures and the eviction of
farm families caused by the drought and low
prices of the early 1930s. Burdick, who served
as president until 1936 and who described
agriculture as the “basic industry,”?® saw his
organization grow rapidly: “In the first six
months we put on the rolls 46,000 members
and at the height of the movement, which was
in the fall of 1933, the membership had reached
... close to 70,000.”71¢

Engaged in livestock breeding, farming and
writing, he was elected, with the support of
the Nonpartisan League,!” to the Seventy-
fourth Congress and remained for four more
terms thereafter (1935-1945). While in Con-
gress, Burdick, who lived on a farm in Mary-
land because “he [could not] endure the
capital’s hotels,”'® rapidly emerged as a mav-
erick politician because of his independent
voting habits. This seems to give credence to
historian David Danbom’s contention to the
effect that “North Dakota had a reputation for
sending mavericks . . . to Washington.”"’
Burdick, a supporter of North Dakotan presi-
dential candidate William Lemke in 1936,%°
gave his assent to some New Deal programs
such as FDR’s work relief legislation and the
Wagner Housing Act, and at the same time
opposed the establishment of Social Security
and banking laws restricting institutional free-
doms. Still highly compassionate toward farm-
ers and their plight,?! Burdick occasionally
reserved laudatory words for Herbert Hoover’s
successor, as these remarks of January 1939
suggest: “It must be admitted by all that the
President [Roosevelt] has been actuated by the
highest motives, and that his intent . . . to aid
and assist the lower one-third of our popula-
tion wallowing in distress has never faltered.
[ deem it only fair to say that he has given poor
people more consideration than any President
since Jackson and Lincoln.”?? Unsuccessful
candidate for the Republican nomination for
US senator in 1944, he also failed during the
same year to secure a seat as an independent

candidate. The North Dakota politician then
returned to his Williston ranch and his law
practice. It was not for long, as he was re-
elected to the Eighty-first Congress, as well as
the four succeeding ones (1949-1959).

With his return to Capitol Hill, Burdick,
depicted as “the only [flederal legislator who
[spoke] fluent Sioux,”” continued his inde-
pendent voting habits on federal government
programs. This was evidenced by his support
for parts of President Truman’s Fair Deal, in-
cluding long-range public housing and rent
control, and his opposition, for example, to
repeal of federal taxes on oleomargarine. He
did, however, favor a repeal of the antilabor
Taft-Hartley Act of 1947* and, in spite of
Joseph McCarthy’s warnings, appeared rather
skeptical about the so-called communist threat
on American soil, saying in September 1950
that “there is no occasion to be alarmed over
the spread of communism in the United
States.”®

The North Dakota politician also expressed
considerable interest in agricultural affairs in
this postwar era. Thus, Burdick, a strong sup-
porter of the establishment of a Missouri Val-
ley Authority on the Northern Plains,?®
devoted several speeches related to farm is-
sues in the lower house, reminding in one of
them that “a healthy agriculture is the key to
the prosperity of the whole Nation.””” In an-
other address, he exploded in indignation over
the fact that “the consumers of the East seem
determined that the farmers are the villains in
the high cost of living, and [that] representa-
tives of the large eastern centers like New York
lost no time in sniping away at the farmers.”?
During the Eisenhower years, he frequently
opposed Secretary of Agriculture Ezra Taft
Benson and even demanded his removal from
the Cabinet. In fact, the North Dakotan
strongly objected to Benson’s program of regu-
lating production to demand, which, ulti-
mately, was designed to eliminate surpluses.?’
Indian matters, as well, remained a constant
preoccupation for Burdick during the postwar
period. For instance, he denounced in 1949
the starving condition of more than twelve
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hundred Indians on two North Dakota reser-
vations and introduced, some years later, dif-
ferent bills to alleviate the fate of the first
Americans.’ Finally, the North Dakota poli-
tician was not a candidate for renomination
in 1958—the same year that saw his son
Quentin elected as a Democrat to the Eighty-
sixth Congress. Usher Burdick died in Wash-
ington, D.C., on 19 August 1960.%!

“I AM ABSOLUTELY AGAINST THE UNITED
NATIONS. PERIOD.”

Regarding US foreign policy during the
Truman-Eisenhower era, the attitude of Usher
Burdick was, to say the least, fundamentally
isolationist. But what is meant by the notion
of “isolationism” during these years? Although
the term has never been easy to define,*? most
scholars have tended to equate isolationism
“with opposition to certain types of commit-
ments in particular areas of the world.”® For
his part, historian John Findling has defined
isolationism as “a term used to indicate a policy
of abstaining from an active role in interna-
tional affairs.”**

Having said that, the discussion over the
North Atlantic Treaty in 1949 was really the
first foreign policy debate of the Truman era
in which the North Dakota congressman was
involved. Like some of his North Dakota col-
leagues on Capitol Hill, Burdick, a fiery isola-
tionist before Pearl Harbor* and an opponent
of the postwar loan to Great Britain as well as
of the European Recovery Program,* was not
enthusiastic about NATO: “History has shown
that military alliances, instead of preventing
war, actually lead to new wars. There is no
evidence to indicate that things will be differ-
ent this time. Further, the Atlantic Pactiis. . .
unconstitutional. . . . It will bind us to declare
war on any nation which attacks a signatory
nation. In that case, we will have war without
any further action than the Senate approval
of the Pact. The Constitution says that war
can be declared only by both Houses of Con-
gress acting jointly.”?’ Likewise, the Korean
War, especially with the Chinese interven-

tion of November 1950 and the subsequent
retreat of United Nations forces, was not
viewed favorably at all by the North Dakota
politician, who stated bluntly that “we have
no business in Korea.”®® Burdick, who re-
minded a constituent that the Korean conflict
“is costing us one billion dollars every month,”
expressed equally strong reservations about the
decision to fire General Douglas MacArthur
in the spring of 1951.%

Burdick’s isolationism during the Truman-
Eisenhower years is best illustrated by his at-
titude vis-a-vis the United Nations, an
organization that he successively depicted as
an “incompetent, unaccountable body,” a “su-
pinely weak organization,” an “enemy of this
Republic,” a “paper organization,” an “anti-
American organization,” an “ungodly menace,”
and a “Russian-created organization.”*® His
denigration of the United Nations was already
easily perceptible during the Truman years.
As early as 1950, the North Dakota congress-
man was delivering embittered speeches about
this international body, and in August 1951
he even went so far as to introduce a bill (H.R.
5081) which had as its goal “to rescind and
revoke membership of the United States in
the United Nations.”# Yet Burdick, who said
in the spring of 1952 that “there is no end to
the difficulties we face in this United Na-
tions,”* was nevertheless the same politician
who, after Pearl Harbor, had supported FDR’s
wartime policies (including precisely the pro-
posal to establish the United Nations)® and
had fought the isolationist stance of North
Dakota senator Gerald Nye.* During his brief
retirement from political life between January
1945 and January 1949, Burdick apparently
continued to display favorable sentiments to-
ward the world organization. Thus, in a trib-
ute paid to the late President Roosevelt in the
summer of 1945, he wrote these hopeful com-
ments: “Roosevelt was not permitted to see
the Promised Land. Had the President been
permitted to live just a short period more . . .
he would have witnessed the execution of a
world program to keep the peace of the
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world.”® The question, then, that comes im-
mediately to mind is, What were the causes of
Burdick’s noticeable change of mind concern-
ing the world organization in 19507

One key factor lies in the fact that the po-
litical context of 1949-1950 certainly encour-
aged the dissent of Republican members in
Congress regarding the manner in which the
Truman administration handled foreign policy.
These years marked the demise of bipartisan-
ship, namely the agreement among the lead-
ers of the two major parties not to bother the
public with foreign policy disputes after World
War II. One of the essential causes of the col-
lapse of bipartisanship was the belief among
many politicians of the Grand Old Party that
America had “lost” China.* Accordingly, it
seems plausible that Burdick, who had earlier
proclaimed his admiration for the Asiatic
country,*” was tempted to join his Republican
colleagues on Capitol Hill in denouncing the
overall conduct of the Democratic adminis-
tration in the field of foreign policy, including
its generally supportive stance with regard to
the United Nations.*

Unquestionably, the attitude of the North
Dakotan during the Truman years was also
related to his negative perception of the con-
duct of the Korean War—a war that his col-
league William Langer described as “a United
Nations affair since our boys were sent over
there without even a vote of Congress.”* Thus,
Burdick, who later contended that this war
“was born as a result of the Yalta agreement,”°
resented the fact that the United States had
to bear most of the burden of the UN opera-
tions, as he imparted to a constituent several
months after the start of the conflict: “We set
up a body known as the United Nations to
bring about peace and preserve it. But as it has
worked out, the brint of the effort has [fallen]
on the United States. We are to furnish all the
money, . . . we were losing 20 boys to one of all
the other nations, except South Korea, com-
bined. This country cannot stand this strain,
we can’t sacrifice our best men by the thou-
sands and deplete our great natural resources
and still remain able to protect ourselves.”!

Burdick’s speech was no different at the end of
1952, as his words appearing in an issue of the
magazine Freedom & Union eloquently re-
vealed: “After we were thrown into the Ko-
rean War, we were left there almost alone. We
are doing 90 per cent of the fighting and 90
per cent of the dying, and we are paying all the
bills.””> The congressman, who had favored
the candidacy of Robert Taft for the Republi-
can presidential nomination as had done a
myriad of North Dakotans,”® warned readers
of his article that an eventual US withdrawal
from the United Nations had nothing to do
with isolationism: “Many of those who read
this will say, ‘Here is a real isolationist.” Every
effort to stop our foreign intermeddling is, of
course, branded as isolationism, but I can stand
any brands offered. This country has never
desired to live by itself. It has always invited
trade and commerce with all nations.”**
Burdick’s rejection of the “isolationist” label
was also manifest in a letter he wrote during
the same period to an Illinois citizen: “I am
not an isolationist. . . . [ believe in friendship
and in helping those who cannot help them-
selves. But I believe in protecting our own
rights and freedoms, and our resources in men
and goods, first!”

The North Dakota representative also de-
plored the fact that the United Nations Orga-
nization was so saturated with communism.
Burdick considered that the Soviet Union’s
membership undermined the vitality of the
world body created at the San Francisco Con-
ference. As he put forward in 1952, “Russia is
still a member, and vetoes every attempt at
World Peace. It will always take this attitude,
because communism thrives on . . . fear and
unsettled conditions. Here we are in Korea,
trying to stop aggression—and Russia, a mem-
ber of the United Nations, is giving aid and
comfort to the aggressor.”® The congressman
added, “We, the United States, still recognize
the Russian government, although we should
know that the Soviets are continously doing
their utmost by word and act to destroy the
United States. Personally, [ am sure that the
President will finally arrive at the conclusion
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that with Russia recognized here, and a mem-
ber of the United Nations, no world peace is
possible through the instrumentality of the
United Nations.”"”

In the same vein, he wrote these evocative
words to a constituent: “How did we expect to
function in the UN when it contained . . .
Poland, Yugoslavia and India, all having com-
munistic dominated inhabitants? . . . [T]he
present makeup of the [United Nations] has
560 million people represented by a commu-
nistic delegation, while all the other coun-
tries have 488 million people represented by
non-communistic delegates.”® Naturally, the
prospect of admitting Red China into the lat-
ter organization, which was already evoked in
the early fifties, did not please the Republican
politician: “[The United Nations] seems de-
termined to let Red China enter the organiza-
tion, and of course Red China will not
contribute anything to world peace but will
prevent it. With Russia, Red China, and back-
sliding England in the United Nations, the
people of the world should not repose the
slightest faith in this organization.”’

Burdick’s attacks against the United Na-
tions clearly intensified at the beginning of
the Eisenhower years and he took great pride
in confessing that “I am absolutely against the
United Nations. Period.”®® After introducing
a bill (H.R. 2517) to limit “the power of the
Security Council of the United Nations . . . to
call for troops of the United States to serve in
foreign countries, without the consent of Con-
gress,”®! he declared to a constituent: “A thor-
ough study of the provisions of the Charter of
the United Nations reveals its purpose to be
the formation of a [w]orld [glovernment in
which we will be completely deprived of our
sovereignty and will have to subject ourselves
to the dictation of that organization whose
membership, by population, is overwhelmingly
that of nations committed to communistic
beliefs.”®? Such an argument concerning the
detrimental effects of an eventual “world gov-
ernment” constituted the core of Burdick’s

thetoric against the United Nations during
the Eisenhower years. Indeed, the politician
from North Dakota, who held in high regard
George Washington’s Farewell Address and
who denounced on every possible occasion
“the evils of internationalism,”®® resorted to
this particular argument many times, especially
between 1953 and 1955. In a letter of Decem-
ber 1953, for instance, he argued that a simul-
taneous loyalty to the United States of
America and a world government was clearly
impossible: “Loyalty to a World Government
means that under the charter of the United
Nations free speech, a free press and free reli-
gion are redefined, and the provisions regard-
ing those rights in our Constitution are
abridged, modified and amended. Can we be
loyal to both? Under a World Government,
with a World Court, citizens of the United
States can be tried for crimes against the World
Government in any country, and the protec-
tion given every citizen under our Constitu-
tion denied.”®* With these remarks, Burdick
was referring above all to some of the United
Nations’ moves of 1948 such as the Covenant
of Human Rights and the Genocide Conven-
tion which represented, in his views, no less
than attempts “to emasculate our Constitu-
tion.”® As he later elaborated:

In order to get around the provisions of our
Constitution in regard to free speech, a free
press, and free religion, and deny the citi-
zens of this country that protection, the
Genocide Convention and the Covenant
of Human Rights boldly attempt to rede-
fine these landmarks of liberty, and a new
definition of free speech, a free press, and
free religion appear. It flatly denies the terms
of our Constitution which guarantee these
fundamental rights to the people of this
country, and sets up conditions that were
not even . . . discussed in our Constitu-
tional Convention. The effect of this new
definition of these three basic rights actu-
ally is to set aside the provisions of our own
Constitution.56
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For the North Dakotan, often a critic of Sec-
retary of State John Foster Dulles,” the Geno-
cide Convention, which came into force in
January 1951, was particularly harmful in that
respect:

The Genocide Convention provides that a
citizen of the United States, who has, in
the opinion of the United Nations, libeled
or injured the feelings of a race, a group . . .
shall be subject to trial for violating the
covenant: Will the accused be tried here in
the United States, where the crime was al-
leged to have been committed? No. He will
be tried wherever the United Nations may
decide. Will he be tried under the Consti-
tution and laws of this country, with the
safeguards provided by the sixth amend-
ment? No. He will be tried under such laws
as the United Nations World Court shall
prescribe. . . . The real, hidden, and trea-
sonable purpose of this provision was and is
to tear down our Constitution and make all
citizens, who are entitled to the enjoyment
of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,
subject to the provisions of a world court.®

UNESCO was also flayed by Burdick. De-
scribing it as a “sinister organization” and “one
of the most vicious vehicles of propaganda in
the entire UN set-up,”® he asserted that this
educational branch of the United Nations, cre-
ated in 1946 and headquartered in Paris, aimed
at perniciously changing American schools:
“UNESCO is another attempt to destroy the
United States. In that agency patriotism is
attacked, and instead of building love of coun-
try, the United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific, and Cultural Organization directly
attempts to eradicate it. Children are taught
that reverence for the great men of our past
tends to build a strong national spirit and that
conflicts with the United Nations design to
build a strong reverence for a [w]orld
[glovernment.”” According to Burdick,
UNESCOQO’s deleterious efforts to drain the
moral fiber of American schoolchildren were

not without concrete applications, as he de-
clared in April 1954: “The first step was to
train teachers at Columbia University, . . .
principally at the expense of the taxpayers of
this country[,] to teach our children ways by
which they could become world citizens, and
that a strong national spirit interferes with
this world venture. The birthdays of our great
leaders, like . . . Jefferson . . . and Lincoln][,]
were not to be celebrated in honor of these
leaders, but the day of celebration should be
devoted to propagandizing these children on
the benefits of this future [w]orld [glovern-
ment.””! Interestingly enough, radio com-
mentator John Flynn of New York and
organizations such as the American Legion
later invoked reasons of the same kind in or-
der to explain their respective diatribe against
UNESCO."

Curiously enough, Burdick, who had de-
scribed himself as “a native of . . . the most
agrarian of all the States in the Union,”” did
not seem to address similar grievances towards
another important specialized agency of the
United Nations: the Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO). Established in October
1945 at a conference in Quebec and head-
quartered in Rome, this organization, for which
improvements in the efficiency of production
and distribution of all agricultural products
constituted a main objective,’* was depicted
as a “pink-dominated bureau”” during those
years by the same John Flynn. The North Da-
kotan, however, railed against the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), that
he presented as “one of the myriad side orga-
nizations of the United Nations.”” Negoti-
ated in 1947 in Geneva by some twenty-eight
countries and made effective from 1 June 1948,
GATT aimed to stimulate the postwar
economy by reviving trade among nations.
Officially, Burdick objected to such a trade
agreement, made under the authority of the
secretary of state, on the grounds that it was
unconstitutional, pleading that “control over
commerce and tariffs of this Nation is solely
controlled by the Congress of the United
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States.””” Beyond this “idealistic” reason, it
seems plausible that the Republican represen-
tative also feared the consequences that
GATT, which had sponsored by 1951 three
rounds of tariff reductions that cut average
US import duties more than 50 percent to
approximately 15 percent,”® could have gen-
erated for North Dakota. In fact, in this wheat
state, “the Nation’s leading wheat-producing
[s]tate,”™ as once proudly affirmed Burdick,
such tariff reductions would have inevitably
facilitated the influx of wheat produced by US
competitors (Canada, India, Argentina, etc.)
on the American market. Burdick’s assumed
worries were shared by at least one other North
Dakota politician, his colleague William
Langer, a supporter of high tariffs on agricul-
tural products, who particularly complained
against wheat imports from Canada during the
postwar years.%

In addition to his criticism of some UN
“creations” and his arguments pertaining to
the formation of a world government and the
threat laid by what he called the “one-
worlders,”8! Usher Burdick gave other reasons
for justifying his anti-UN stance in the early
years of the Eisenhower administration. In one
instance he asked a constituent this cutting
question: “How could an instrument which
was authored by Alger Hiss, Harry Dexter
White and Edward Stettinius have the welfare
of the American people at heart?”®? He also
came back with a familiar argument when he
addressed the following remarks to a Fargo
citizen: “There is no hope of world peace
through the United Nations as that organiza-
tion is presently constituted. How do you think
there can ever be peace in the world as long as
Russia remains a member of the United Na-
tions, vetoing every peace proposal that is
brought up[?].”® These positions help us un-
derstand why Burdick, who stated in the mid-
1950s that the “true object [of the United
Nations] is to destroy the Constitution and
laws of the only country on earth where it is
demonstrated that the government exists for
the people,”® introduced in January 1955 an-

other bill (H.R. 3296) providing for Ameri-
can withdrawal from the United Nations.®
Praised by the national commander of the
United American Veterans,3 this bill seemed
to meet a positive reception according to its
author in a letter of March: “I am glad to say
that [my bill providing for our withdrawal from
the United Nations] is gaining considerable
support from all parts of the nation. As people
become better informed they realize that we
have nothing to gain from it, and about the
only thing I can see that the UN has done is to
strip us of our historical rights and make us
subject to the decisions of its councils, assem-
blies and commitments whether we agree to
them or not.”®” During this same year of 1955,
the representative from North Dakota also
criticized the State Department for allegedly
displaying the flags of the United States and
the United Nations in equal prominence at its
entrance.® The following year, he even intro-
duced a concurrent resolution (H. Con. Res.
229) “to conduct an investigation covering
attempts on the part of the United Nations to
organize a world government.”®

Not surprisingly, Burdick’s charges against
the United Nations persisted during Eisen-
hower’s second term. The North Dakota poli-
tician still depicted the organization as “a
menace rather than a help to this country”
and continued to castigate UNESCQO.” He
also introduced a new resolution (H. Con. Res.
240) relating to the necessity of conducting
an investigation into United Nations’ attempts
to organize a world government and a new bill
(H.R. 207) that was designed to limit the power
of the Security Council to call for US troops.’!
Ultimately, Burdick found unacceptable the
fact that the Security Council’s leadership was
exclusively in Soviet hands, as he acknowl-
edged in January 1957: “The Secretary of the
Security Council Affairs is now a Russian, and
the [three] men who have held that position
since the Security Council was organized are:
A. A. Sobolev, 1946-49; Constantin E.
Zinchenko, 1950-53; Ilya S. Tchernychev,
1953—. This means that since the Security
Council was organized the Russians, through
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the secretary, have had close touch with all
military plans.”*?

[SOLATIONISM IN NORTH DAKOTA

As we have seen, although the North Da-
kota politician clearly articulated his stance
toward the United Nations during the
Truman-Eisenhower years, we must also ex-
plore other factors to fully understand his iso-
lationism.

On the one hand, Burdick’s position dur-
ing the Truman-Eisenhower period must be
viewed in light of his deep attachment and
scrupulous respect for legislative powers. For
him the US Constitution indeed gave Con-
gress fundamental and inalienable rights, such
as the power to regulate commerce and de-
clare war, that must be preserved against presi-
dential encroachments. His opposition to
GATT and the Eisenhower Doctrine, as well
as his denunciation of the Baghdad Pact, aptly
reflected this reality. Burdick, incidentally, was
very harsh on the US secretary of state’s uni-
lateral conduct concerning the latter pact,”
which virtually committed the American na-
tion to defend countries such as Iran, Turkey
and Pakistan.

In the same vein, Usher Burdick appeared
as a staunch supporter of the Bricker Amend-
ment during the postwar years.”* This consti-
tutional amendment, introduced in January
1953 by Republican senator John Bricker of
Ohio and defeated in February 1954, was in-
tended to prevent any treaty from taking ef-
fect as American internal law unless authorized
by special congressional legislation.”” Natu-
rally, the prospect that a world government
would also encroach upon the powers of the
US Congress was not seen in a more auspi-
cious light. Burdick’s different bills (H.R. 2517
and H.R. 207) to limit the power of the Secu-
rity Council to call for American troops to
serve in foreign countries, as previously men-
tioned, exemplified his will to prevent the ero-
sion of the powers of the US Congress and
showed his sheer determination to fight the
United Nations Organization which, in his

own words, intended “to destroy our indepen-
dence” and “to rewrite our Constitution.”
On the other hand, Burdick, in beginning
his public career in state politics before World
War I, was for a long time exposed to the
“isolationist mind” of the North Dakota citi-
zens who tended to oppose US participation
in the two world wars.”” The anti-interven-
tionist stance of the Republican congressman
prior to Pearl Harbor was therefore hardly sur-
prising, inasmuch as he was fully aware in
March 1941 that “North Dakota’s share of
defense contracts [was] exactly nothing.”®®
Also revealing about Burdick’s antecedents
was his close political association and personal
friendship with William Langer, “a consistent
and persistent isolationist.” Above all, it is
clear that the isolationist sentiment was still
alive in the state after 1945. Although inter-
nationalism emerged increasingly as a prevail-
ing trend during the postwar years and
attracted innumerable supporters in the state,
as well as in the entire Midwest,'® a signifi-
cant number of North Dakotans apparently
continued to endorse the traditional principles
of nonentanglement. Thus, regarding the
British loan of 1946, Burdick’s colleague
Milton Young confessed that “practically all
of the mail which has reached me on this sub-
ject from the people in North Dakota has been
in opposition to the loan.”’! Similarly, after
the ratification of NATO in 1949, Young
stated that “there were not many letters from
North Dakota favoring [the North Atlantic
Treaty].”'%? Incidentally, President Truman’s
decision to deliver a speech against isolation-
ism in the city of Fargo in May 1950 was cer-
tainly not made at random.!®® In addition, the
North Dakota senate in January 1951 passed a
resolution that called “upon Congress and the
President to withdraw our troops from Ko-
rea.”’® According to a citizen from Washburn
(a small town north of Bismarck), such a reso-
lution benefited from enthusiastic support in
the state: “I would say from the conversation
of the man on the street that 98% of the people
in North Dakota want and DEMAND that
our troups [sic] be withdrawn from Korea.”'®
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Also revelatory about the persistence of isola-
tionist sentiment in North Dakota was the
fact that the Bricker Amendment seemed to
have its contingent of supporters and that a
poll at the outset of 1956 demonstrated that
the state was overwhelmingly opposed to for-
eign aid.!%

To a large extent the product of his mid-
western environment, Burdick received many
letters from constituents who opposed the
United Nations. In March 1953, for example,
a couple from Minot made quite clear their
position on the world organization: “We ap-
preciate your stand against the UN and what
you have done toward the abolishment of it.
We think the most important job is to get the
UN out of the US and the US out of the United
Nations.”!%" In February 1955 a Fargo citizen
lauded Burdick’s “commendable stand against
the UN” and confided these unequivocal
words to the North Dakota politician: “Our
incredable [sic] folly in getting into this inter-
national booby-trap was aptly demonstrated
in Korea, a ‘police action’ which the UN would
not allow the free world to win. The sooner we
pull out of this crazy thing and throw it out of
the country, the better off we will be.”’% Such
supportive remarks and pressures, of course,
proved to be significant. Recent studies of the
US Congress have substantiated the sensitiv-
ity of its members to the opinions of constitu-
ents in matters of foreign policy.!®

Understanding the persistence of isola-
tionist sentiment in North Dakota during the
Truman-Eisenhower years is not an easy mat-
ter. Several different explanations of mid-
western isolationism exist.''® Was this
sentiment linked primarily to the “conserva-
tive leanings of the state,”!!! a state “which
normally [voted] about 75 percent Republi-
can?”’!? Did the geographical remoteness of
North Dakota influence this stance,''® or feel-
ing that the state “has historically been domi-
nated by outside interests?”’!'* Was isolationism
connected to “the North Dakota fondness for
the conspiracy theory,”'® or was it the result
of the so-called weak communist presence in
the state?'6 It is difficult to furnish a clear-cut

response. A review of Burdick’s papers, as well
as of the archives of other postwar isolationist
politicians from North Dakota, however, leads
to some observations. First, the relative popu-
larity of nonentanglement in foreign policy
among North Dakotans emanated from vari-
ous sections of the state, including the main
cities of the east and the center (Fargo, Grand
Forks, and Minot), as well as the small towns
of the west (Alexander, New England, Co-
lumbus, etc.). Second, many isolationists in
North Dakota were women, a fact that was
especially obvious during the Korean War.
Such a reality was hardly astonishing consid-
ering the fact that numerous midwestern
women’s organizations (e.g., American Moth-
ers of Minnesota, Catholic Mothers and
Daughters of America, as well as Henry George
Women’s Club of Chicago, United Mothers
of Cleveland, Mothers of Sons Forum of Cin-
cinnati) had opposed US ratification of the
United Nations charter a few years earlier.!!’
Third, although some scholars have minimized
the “rural interpretation” of American isola-
tionism,!!® ruralism appears to have been a
key component in North Dakotan isolation-
ism. In this farm state, which was hit particu-
larly hard during the Great Depression,!'? the
need for young, physically healthy men was
indeed great. Consequently, the participation
of young men in foreign ventures, which the
world organization would inevitably stimulate,
could potentially threaten the economy, an
“economy” already weakened in the 1950s by
a decline in farm prosperity.!?® This last ele-
ment explains the “isolationist upsurge” in
North Dakota at the time of that momentous
UN operation, the Korean War. Testimony of
January 1951 offered by a citizen from Kenmare
(a small town northwest of Minot) is reveal-
ing: “I would like to know, just how we are
going to carry on farm operations, with all our
boys drafted[.] Burke County is small in popu-
lation[;] therefore we feel a great loss of help.
We are farming 800 acres, with only one man
to do this. . . . Why should we defend Ko-
rea?”!?! Also illuminating were these words of
William Langer from the summer of 1951: “I
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have done all I could to get harvest leaves and
discharges for the North Dakota farm boys who
are needed so badly at home during this heavy
harvest season.”'?? Usher Burdick’s words of
February 1952 proved that he was no less sen-
sitive to this reality: “We are getting into an
impossible situation in the farm belt because
of this Korean [W]ar. . . . If it is the intention
of this Government to continue the produc-
tion of food, some change must come soon.
The farm boys are being taken daily from the
farms, and those farms will soon be idle.”!?
For Burdick, the drafting into the US army of
countless farm boys was hardly surprising since
“they know machinery, and practically every
one of them is a mechanic.”?* Having said
that, universal military training was not popu-
lar in the largely agricultural state of North
Dakota; a poll conducted during the Korean
conflict, for instance, showed that almost 60
percent of its inhabitants opposed it.!*

Needless to say, Usher Burdick was not
alone in his indictment against the United
Nations during the Truman-Eisenhower era;
several individuals and various groups in the
United States also crusaded against it. The
Chicago Tribune was no different in that re-
spect. Describing the United Nations as an
“agency of calamity” and “a hopeless failure,”'?
the influential newspaper contained many de-
risive and vitriolic cartoons relating to the
world organization during the first part of the
1950s.12" The Public Affairs Institute, a non-
partisan research organization seeking to pro-
mote wider public knowledge of current
problems, published in 1953 a booklet entitled
“The Assault on the UN” which, naturally,
evoked Burdick’s activities in that area.!?® For
his part, Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., the US repre-
sentative in the United Nations, referred dur-
ing the same year to an “American lack of
confidence in the United Nations.”'? In 1955
the pressure group “For America,” convinced
that “the UN [had] established a permanent
international stage on which Godless commu-
nism is given a daily forum for hate, recrimi-
nation, and moral aggression,” recommended

a prompt reconstitution of the world organi-
zation without the Soviet Union or any other
communist state.!*

Yet many Americans, in spite of occasional
dissatisfaction,'*! tended to support the United
Nations during the postwar period, a reality of
which the North Dakota politician was fully
apprised.’* Thus, to the question “Are you in
favor of the United Nations organization?”
asked in August 1947 by a Gallup poll, no less
than 85 percent of the interviewees answered
in a positive manner, compared to a meager 6
percent who responded negatively.!** Ten years
later, the percentages had changed very little:
a Gallup poll of September 1957 revealed that
77 percent of the interviewees approved the
United Nations, compared to 7 percent who
expressed their disapproval.’** These figures
undoubtedly help us understand why the presi-
dent of the Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace, at the end of the 1950s, affirmed
“that the American people, by a wide and fairly
consistent margin, support the [United Na-
tions] and believe in its principles.”’*

It is important to point out, however, that
Burdick’s “followers” during the postwar years
were from all parts of the nation. During
Eisenhower’s first term only, the National
Society of New England Women’s Organiza-
tions severely censured the United Nations,
and at the same time twenty-four citizens of
Santa Barbara, California, petitioned Secre-
tary of State John Foster Dulles, praying that
the United States “terminate its membership
in that organization.”’*® Democrat Clarence
Manion of Indiana, former dean of law at Notre
Dame University and chairman until 1954 of
the US Commission on Inter-Governmental
Relations, was no different; he advocated an
American withdrawal from the world organi-
zation, which he described as “a vandalistic
burglar, cleverly disguised as Santa Claus.”**’
Furthermore, anti-UN petitions were intro-
duced during that same time by some citizens
of San Diego, California, and also by the Na-
tional Patrick Henry Organization of Colum-
bus, Georgia, which depicted the United Nations
as “a den of spies, an agency of destruction, and
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our mortal enemy.”*® Additionally, anti-UN
leaflets had begun to circulate in the early
1950s: for instance, the Cinema Educational
Guild, Inc., based in Hollywood, California,
published in November 1952 a newsbulletin
entitled “UN is US Cancer,” and The Defend-
ers of the Christian Faith, from Wichita, Kan-
sas, published the following year their booklet
called “The United Nations: A Tower of Ba-
bel.”'** This booklet, among other things, it
asserted that the UN flag shows a shocking
similarity to the Russian Arms Banner, the
latter occupying the highest place in Soviet
heraldry.'* The year 1953 saw the founding,
in San Francisco and as an auxiliary of the
Christian Nationalist Crusade, of a Citizens
Congressional Committee to Abolish the
United Nations.!*! Groups such as the Ameri-
can Flag Committee, the National Economic
Council, the Constitutional Educational
League, the Daughters of the American Revo-
lution, and the Veterans of Foreign Wars were
also recorded during the same year as fiery
opponents of the world organization.!*
Records also show that Usher Burdick was
not the sole politician.on Capitol Hill to de-
nounce the United Nations during the postwar
era: some members of Congress contributed as
well. Among them, Representative John T.
Wood, a Republican from Idaho, was certainly
the most vociferous: he delivered many anti-
UN speeches during this period, designating
the world organization in one of them as an
“international Frankenstein monster.”!#
Burdick’s colleague William Langer, who once
contended that “isolationism is patriotism in
action,”'** also introduced a bill (H.R. 5080)
to withdraw the United States from the United
Nations at the end of the Truman years.!¥
Not surprisingly, the North Dakota senator,
portrayed by Time magazine as “a lone wolf
. incapable of cooperation,”'*¢ maintained
his stance concerning the world organization,
saying in the early 1950s that “I am 100 per-
cent against the United Nations.”'# United
Nations’ actions such as the Covenant of Hu-
man Rights were also not seen in an auspi-
cious light during those years, as these words

of Ohioan John Bricker eloquently testified:
“Approval of the draft Covenant [on Human
Rights] would destroy the sovereignty of the
United States. . . . The draft Covenant would
transfer control over a wide range of domestic
activities to a maze of international authori-
ties. The United States would be represented
on supra-national councils and commissions.
The United States would retain a limited sov-
ereignty comparable to that of the sovereign
State of Rhode Island.”!#®

Did these personalities, citizens, or various
groups influence Burdick in his campaign
against the United Nations? Did the North
Dakota congressman, conversely, exert an in-
fluence on these individuals and organizations
in their fight? It is difficult to provide a firm
answer to these questions. Nevertheless, one
thing is clear: Usher Burdick was definitely
among the first notable persons in the United
States, during the postwar years, to lambast so
forcefully, so consistently, the international
body. Another point seems beyond doubt: the
North Dakota politician, depicted by a Wash-
ington Star’s journalist as a “rock-ribbed isola-
tionist,”'* did not escape notice on Capitol
Hill during the 1950s. In the words of a col-
league from the lower house, he even appeared
as “one of the most colorful men ever to serve
in the Congress of the United States.”!*

CONCLUSION

Historian Charles Barber has recently writ-
ten that North Dakota senator William Langer,
“was no common politician.”"! Qur portrait
of Usher Burdick and his views of the United
Nations Organization during the Truman-
Eisenhower era demonstrates that such a char-
acterization also fits perfectly the Republican
representative from Williston. In fact, Burdick
was definitely one of the earliest public critics
of the United Nations. His denunciation re-
ally began in 1950, in the context of the wan-
ing bipartisan spirit and the outbreak of the
Korean War. Objecting to the fact that the
United States had to support most of the bur-
den of the UN operations, undeniably a well-
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founded criticism,'*? the colorful congressman

also thought that the world organization was
saturated with communism. “This communis-
tic-dominated United Nations” and “a Com-
munist-dominated debating club,”’** among
others, were some of the phrases used by
Burdick at the end of the Truman period to
describe the organization. Above all, he be-
lieved in the early 1950s that the establish-
ment of a world government, a primary goal of
the United Nations in his view, constituted
no less than an attempt to sap the sovereign
power of the US government. For Burdick,
UN “moves” such as the Covenant of Human
Rights, the Genocide Convention, or UNESCO,
responding entirely to this “world government
scheme,” represented as many endeavors to
undermine basic American values, deprive US
citizens of their unalienable rights, and trans-
form the nation into a vassal state.

These justifications, however, are not suf-
ficient to explain Burdick’s attitude concern-
ing the world organization, which according
to public opinion polls was endorsed by large
segments of the American population during
the postwar years. On the one hand, the Re-
publican congressman, as we have seen,
tended to be highly scrupulous with regard to
the preservation of legislative powers, the
same kind of powers susceptible of being en-
croached on by an eventual world govern-
ment. On the other hand, the isolationist
sentiment was far from extinct in North Da-
kota, as illustrated by various anti-interna-
tionalist letters Burdick and some of his
colleagues on Capitol Hill received from con-
stituents. Present in different parts of the state
and apparently rallying a significant contin-
gent of women, this sentiment was undoubt-
edly related, to a large extent, to the rural
character of North Dakota. In this agricul-
tural state, where most of the farmers grew
wheat, the participation of young men in for-
eign ventures, which the United Nations in-
evitably risked stimulating, would indeed
potentially threaten the economy. Needless
to say, the fact that Burdick was spokesman
for a state whose agriculture remained rela-

tively undiversified at that time also contrib-
utes to understanding his vehement opposi-
tion to GATT. ‘

In the end, although his different bills re-
garding the United Nations were without ef-
fect,'™ we are inclined to believe that the
North Dakotan, partly due to his notoriety,
his integrity, his independent voting habits,
his championship of downtrodden people, his
fondness for culture and intellectual activi-
ties, as well as the longevity of his career on
Capitol Hill, was a highly respected politician
who certainly contributed to forge an anti-
UN rhetoric in the United States. Burdick’s
rhetoric remained alive well after his death.
For instance, Colorado congressman ]. Edgar
Chenoweth declared in 1963 that, “I do not
believe [UNESCOQ] is doing the United States
any good.” That same year Chenoweth’s
California colleague James Utt introduced a
bill “to take the United States out of the
United Nations.”’*® More recently, in 1984
the American nation saw two fateful applica-
tions of this anti-UN rhetoric: another rejec-
tion of the Genocide Convention by the
Senate and Washington’s momentary with-
drawal from UNESCO.!” It would be easy to
imagine Usher Burdick’s reaction to such de-
velopments were he still alive.
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