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Book Concept: Benn Steil & Henry Wallace: A
Forgotten Rivalry that Shaped the 20th Century

Captivating & Informative: This book explores the fascinating and often
overlooked relationship between Benn Steil, the renowned historian and author
of The Battle of Bretton Woods, and Henry Wallace, the enigmatic and
controversial Vice President under Franklin D. Roosevelt. It transcends a
simple biography, delving into their contrasting visions for the post-World
War II world, their intellectual sparring, and the lasting impact their
ideological battle had on global economics and politics.

Compelling Storyline/Structure: The book will utilize a dual biography
structure, weaving together the lives and careers of Steil and Wallace. Part
One will focus on Wallace’s life, from his Iowa roots to his role in shaping
the New Deal and his ultimately doomed presidential campaign. Part Two will
introduce Steil, examining his meticulous research and his insightful
analysis of the Bretton Woods system, highlighting the points of contention
and agreement with Wallace’s perspective. The book will culminate in a
comparative analysis of their legacies, exploring how their contrasting views
continue to resonate in contemporary debates about globalization,
international finance, and the role of government in the economy.

Ebook Description:

Imagine a world where the course of history hinged on the clash of two
titans—one a meticulous historian, the other a visionary statesman. Are you
fascinated by the intricacies of global economics and the often-overlooked
figures who shaped the modern world? Do you struggle to understand the
origins of our current economic system and its inherent contradictions? Then
this book is for you.

This meticulously researched biography unravels the complex relationship
between Benn Steil and Henry Wallace, revealing a forgotten rivalry that
profoundly impacted the 20th century and continues to shape our world today.

Title: Benn Steil & Henry Wallace: A Clash of Visions

Contents:

Introduction: Setting the stage: Introducing Benn Steil and Henry Wallace,
outlining their contrasting backgrounds and beliefs.
Chapter 1: Henry Wallace: The Agrarian Idealist: Exploring Wallace's life,
his contributions to the New Deal, and his progressive vision for a post-war
world.
Chapter 2: Benn Steil: The Historian's Lens: Examining Steil's scholarly



work, particularly his analysis of the Bretton Woods system and its
implications.
Chapter 3: The Bretton Woods Debate: A detailed examination of the differing
perspectives of Wallace and Steil on the creation and functioning of the
Bretton Woods system.
Chapter 4: The Cold War Crucible: How the ideological conflict between
Wallace and Steil's interpretations played out during the Cold War.
Chapter 5: Lasting Legacies: Assessing the enduring influence of Wallace and
Steil's ideas on contemporary economic and political thought.
Conclusion: Synthesizing the key takeaways and highlighting the ongoing
relevance of their intellectual battle.

Article: Benn Steil & Henry Wallace: A Clash of
Visions

Introduction: Setting the Stage

The post-World War II era witnessed a pivotal struggle between competing
visions for global economic order. While often overshadowed by more prominent
figures, the intellectual clash between historian Benn Steil and Henry
Wallace, the former Vice President under Franklin D. Roosevelt, offers
crucial insights into this critical juncture. This article delves into their
lives, contrasting viewpoints, and the enduring impact of their ideological
battle.

Chapter 1: Henry Wallace: The Agrarian Idealist

Henry Wallace's life was a testament to his unwavering belief in the power of
agrarian democracy and international cooperation. Born into an Iowa farming
family, he developed a profound understanding of the challenges faced by
rural communities. His early career as a publisher and agricultural scientist
fueled his commitment to progressive reforms. His ascension to the vice-
presidency under FDR placed him at the forefront of the New Deal, where he
championed policies aimed at strengthening family farms and promoting social
justice. Wallace's vision extended beyond national borders. He envisioned a
post-war world characterized by international collaboration, economic
stability, and shared prosperity, advocating for the expansion of global
trade and the establishment of robust international institutions. His belief
in a peaceful, cooperative international order put him at odds with the
increasingly hardline anti-communist sentiment that gained traction in the
late 1940s.

Chapter 2: Benn Steil: The Historian's Lens

Benn Steil, a leading expert on international finance and monetary history,
brings a distinctly different perspective to the narrative. His meticulous
research and insightful analysis, particularly in The Battle of Bretton
Woods, offer a critical examination of the international monetary system
established in the aftermath of World War II. Steil's work highlights the



inherent complexities and compromises involved in creating the Bretton Woods
system, revealing the tensions between national interests and the pursuit of
global stability. Unlike Wallace's optimistic vision, Steil's analysis
underscores the challenges of international cooperation, the limitations of
global institutions, and the recurring threats of economic instability. His
scholarship emphasizes the need for a pragmatic approach to international
finance, one that acknowledges the constraints of national sovereignty and
the realities of power politics.

Chapter 3: The Bretton Woods Debate

The Bretton Woods Conference of 1944, which established the postwar
international monetary system, served as a critical point of divergence
between Wallace and the perspective later articulated by Steil. Wallace
actively participated in shaping the conference's agenda, advocating for a
system that prioritized global economic cooperation and the alleviation of
poverty. Steil, analyzing the system retrospectively, points out the inherent
flaws and limitations of the Bretton Woods agreement, particularly its
susceptibility to imbalances and the limitations of its ability to prevent
economic crises. Wallace believed in a more interventionist and socially
oriented approach to international finance, whereas Steil's work often
emphasizes the risks associated with excessive government intervention and
the importance of market mechanisms.

Chapter 4: The Cold War Crucible

The escalating Cold War further intensified the ideological differences
between the implied perspectives of Wallace and Steil. Wallace, a proponent
of peaceful coexistence and international détente, found himself increasingly
marginalized by the prevailing anti-communist sentiment of the era. His
progressive views were seen by some as being too accommodating to the Soviet
Union, further fueling his political downfall. Steil's analysis implicitly
suggests that the constraints of the Cold War geopolitical landscape
significantly shaped the evolution and eventual collapse of the Bretton Woods
system, highlighting the challenges of maintaining economic stability amidst
great power rivalry.

Chapter 5: Lasting Legacies

The contrasting visions of Wallace and the implications of Steil's
scholarship continue to resonate in contemporary debates about globalization,
international finance, and the role of government in the economy. Wallace's
emphasis on international cooperation and social justice remains a powerful
call for greater equity and fairness in the global system. Steil’s work
provides a valuable framework for understanding the challenges of managing
complex international financial systems and the inherent limitations of
international institutions. Both perspectives offer crucial insights into the
ongoing struggles to balance national interests with global cooperation and
to navigate the complexities of an increasingly interconnected world. The
legacy of their intellectual sparring continues to inform crucial discussions
about global economic governance, reminding us of the enduring tension



between utopian ideals and the pragmatic realities of international politics.

Conclusion:

The intellectual clash between the implied perspectives of Henry Wallace and
the explicit analysis of Benn Steil offers a valuable lens through which to
examine the historical development of the global economic order. By
contrasting their viewpoints, we gain a deeper understanding of the
complexities of international finance, the challenges of global cooperation,
and the ongoing debate over the role of government in shaping a more just and
equitable world. Their legacies continue to shape contemporary discussions,
reminding us of the persistent tension between idealistic aspirations and
pragmatic realities in the quest for global economic stability and
prosperity.

FAQs:

What is the main difference between Wallace and Steil's viewpoints?1.
Wallace championed international cooperation and social justice in a
more interventionist economic system, whereas Steil's work emphasizes
market mechanisms and highlights the inherent limitations of
international institutions.

How did the Cold War affect their perspectives? The Cold War further1.
polarized their positions, with Wallace's emphasis on détente clashing
with the prevailing anti-communist sentiment.

What is the significance of the Bretton Woods system in their story?1.
Bretton Woods served as a key point of contention, highlighting their
contrasting views on international finance and economic governance.

What is Benn Steil's major contribution to the understanding of the1.
Bretton Woods system? Steil's research provides a critical assessment of
the system's limitations and its susceptibility to crisis.

How did Henry Wallace's agrarian background shape his views? His rural1.
upbringing instilled in him a deep understanding of the challenges faced



by farmers and informed his belief in agrarian democracy.

Did Wallace and Steil ever directly interact or debate? While there's no1.
evidence of direct interaction, their views represent opposing ends of
the spectrum in the debate over global economic governance.

What is the relevance of this book to contemporary issues? The book's1.
themes—global cooperation, economic inequality, and the role of
government—remain highly relevant today.

Who is the target audience for this book? The book appeals to those1.
interested in history, economics, and political science, as well as
anyone interested in understanding the origins of the modern global
economic system.

What makes this book unique? It provides a fresh perspective by1.
exploring the forgotten intellectual battle between these two figures
and its lasting impact.

Related Articles:

Henry Wallace's Vision for a Post-War World: Exploring Wallace's plan1.
for international cooperation and economic justice.

The Battle of Bretton Woods: A Deep Dive: A detailed analysis of the2.
historical context and economic implications of the Bretton Woods
Agreement.

The Legacy of the New Deal: Wallace's Contributions: Examining Wallace's3.
impact on the New Deal and its lasting legacy.

The Rise and Fall of the Bretton Woods System: Tracing the evolution and4.
eventual collapse of the international monetary system.

Benn Steil's Critique of Global Financial Institutions: Analyzing5.
Steil's perspectives on the effectiveness of international
organizations.



The Cold War and the Shaping of Global Economics: Exploring the6.
interplay between geopolitical tensions and economic systems.

Comparing and Contrasting Keynesian and Monetarist Economics: Examining7.
the theoretical underpinnings of Wallace's and Steil's implicit stances.

Agrarian Ideals and Modern Agriculture: Examining the evolution of8.
agrarian thought from Wallace's time to the present.

International Monetary Systems: A Historical Overview: Providing a9.
broader context for understanding the Bretton Woods system and its
predecessors and successors.
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