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Huey Long, the “Kingfish" of Louisiana politics,
in full rhetorical flight. The photo was probably
taken i
but still running the state government.

state government. He used his dictato-
rial power to build roads, schools, and
hospitals and to increase the tax bur-
den on Louisiana’s oil companies.

One of the most colorful characters
intwentieth-century American politics,
Long was referred to by both admirers
and critics as the “Kingfish.” In 1934, he
launched the Share Our Wealth move-
ment, with the slogan “Every Man a
King.” He called for the confiscation of
most of the wealth of the richest Amer-
icans in order to finance an immediate
grant of $5,000 and a guaranteed job
and annual income for all citizens. In
his inimitable style, Long explainéd his
goal: “Let’s pull down these huge piles
of gold until there shall be a real job, not

. but a real spending money, beefsteak
and gravy...Ford in the garage...
red, white, and blue job for every man.”
Long claimed a following of 5 million.

n 1934, when Long was in the U.S. Senate

He was on the verge of announcing a
run for president when the son of a defeated political rival assassinated him
in 1935,

Dr. Francis Townsend, a California physician, meanwhile won wide sup-
port for a plan by which the government would make a monthly paymfenl of
§200 to older Americans, with the requirement that they spend it immediately.
This, he argued, would boost the economy. By the end of 1934, Townsend Clubs
claimed more than 2 million members. Along with the rise of the CIO, these |
signs of popular discontent helped to spark the Second New Deal.

Religion on the Radio

Also in the mid-1930s, the “radio priest,” Father Charles E. Coughlin, attracted i
millions of listeners with weekly broadcasts attacking Wall Street bankers and '

greedy capitalists, and calling for government ownership of key industries asa |

way of combating the Depression. Initially a strong supporter of FDR, Cough- &
lin became increasingly critical of the president for what he considered the .

alittle old sow-belly, black-eyed peajob
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failure of the New Deal to promote social justice. His crusade would later shifi | 8

.,

to anti-Semitism and support for European fascism. 7
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. popularized by Huey Long,

vat were the najor instiatives of the Second New Deal, and
bow did they differ from the First News Deal?

Other religious leaders of various denominations took advantage of the
mass media to spread their beliefs, Ironically, many fundamentalists used the
most modern techniques of communication, including the radio and popular
entertainment, to promote their anti-modernist message. They found in the
radio a way of bringing their views directly to ordinary Americans, bypass-
ing established churches and their leaders, During the 19205, Aimee Semple
McPherson, a Los Angeles revivalist, had her own radio station, which broad-
cast sermons from the International Church of the Foursquare Gospel she had
founded. McPherson also traveled the country as a revivalist preacher. Her
sermons used elaborate sets, costumes, and special effects borrowed from the
movie industry. By the 19405, national religious broadcast networks emerged,
with a reliable and dedicated listening audience. In later decades, fundamental-
ist Christians would take advantage of television and the Internet to dissemi-
nate their religious and political views.

THE SECOND NEW DEAL

In 1935, President Roosevelt sent a message to 100,000 American clergy-
men asking about economic and social conditions in their communities.
The responses indicated that their financially hard-pressed churches could
not respond effectively via traditional charity to the massive needs of their
congregations.

Spurred by the failure of his initial policies to pull the country out of the
Depression and the growing popular clamor for greater economic equality,
and buoyed by Democratic gains in the midterm elections of 1934, Roosevelt
in 1935 launched the Second New Deal. The first had focused on economic
recovery. The emphasis of the second was economic security—a guarantee that
Americans would be protected against unemployment and poverty. “Boys,”
Roosevelt's relief administrator, Harry Hopkins, told his staff, “this is our hour.
We've got to get everything we want—a [public] works program, social secu-
rity, wages and hours, everything—now or never.”

The idea that lack of consumer demand caused the Depression had been
Francis Townsend, and the CIO. More and more
New Dealers concluded that the government should no longer try to plan

. business recovery but should try to redistribute the national income so as to

] 485

B
=
>

- ol

B inequality. Congress

sustain mass purchasing power in the consumer

economy. A series of mea-
sures in 1935 attacked head-on the

problem of weak demand and economic
levied a highly publicized tax on large fortunes and cor-
porate profits—a direct response to the popularity of Huey Long's Share Our
Wealth campaign. It created the Rural Electrification Agency (REA) to bring
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What were the major initiatives of the Second New Deal, and
bow did they differ Srom the First New Deal?

electric power to homes that lacked it—8o percent of farms were still without 3 opportunity to view exhibitions of American art. Alsoin 1935, Congress created
electricity in 1934—in part to enable more Americans to purchase household : . the National Youth Administration to provide relief to American teenagers and
appliances. young adults.

The REA proved to be one of the Second New Deal’s mosf successful pro- Another major initiative of the Second New Deal, the Wagner Act, was
grams. By 1950, 90 percent of the nation’s farms had been Wlfe.d for electric . !mown at the time as “Labor’s Magna Carta” (a reference to an early landmark
ity, and almost all now possessed radios, electric stoves, refrigerators, and #  in the history of freedom). This brought democracy into the American work.
mechanical equipment to milk cows. In addition, the federal governme'nl b place by empowering the National Labor Relations Board to supervise elections
under the Second New Deal tried to promote soil conservation and family t in which employees voted on union representation. It also outlawed “unfair
farming. This effort resulted from the belief that the country would never &  |3p0r practices,” includin

g the firing and blacklisting of union organizers. The
bill's main sponsor, Robert Wagner of New York, told the Senate that the abil-

achieve prosperity so long as farmers’ standard of living lagged well behind b 1
4§  tyof workersto pool their strength through collective bargaining represented

that of city dwellers, and that rural poverty resulted mainly from the poor

use of natural resources. Thus, farmers received federal assistance in .reduc~ & the “next step” in “the evolution of American freedom.” He also promised that
ing soil loss in their fields. The federal government also purchased significant & unionization and higher w, ages would aid economic recovery by bovsting the
amounts of marginal and eroded land and converted these areas from farms ~ JE . purchasing power of ordinary Americans.
into national grasslands and parks. It encouraged more ﬁnvironmemally -
conscious agricultural techniques. These measures (like those pf the AAA) 1 -
mainly benefited landowners, not sharecropp;.rs, tenants; (t); mtlgra(;nt woar:; W The American Welfare State
i st the trend tow :
f;:é::;;t;ioffdl}t&:? ;S;Z:d New Deal failed to arre - The centerpiece of the Second New Deal was the Social Security Act of 1935,

Itembodied Roosevelt’s conviction that the national government had a respon-

sibility to ensure the material well-being of ordinary Americans, It created a

; System of unemployment insurance, old age ensions, and aid to the disabled,

The WPA and the Wagner Act the elderly poor,r:md families with dependgnlpchildren. disabled
None of these were original ideas. The Progressive platform of 1912 had
ed for old age pensions. Assistance to poor families with dependent children
cended from the mothers’ pensions promoted by maternalist reformers.
Many European countries had already adopted national unemployment insur-
| ance plans. What was new, however, was that in the name of economic security,
 the American government would now supervise not simply temporary relief

In 1934, Roosevelt had severely curtailed federal employment for th?s? in m?ed. 2

Now, he approved the establishment of the Works Progress Admmlstratl.on . cal
(WPA), which hired some 3 million Americans, in virtually ever}r walk of life, = des
each year until it ended in 1943. Under Harry Hopkins's direction, the WPA 3
changed the physical face of the United States. It constructed thousan(.is of pub- *
lic buildings and bridges, more than 500,000 miles of roads, and 600 a.lrpons. l‘t
built stadiums, swimming pools, and sewage treatment plants. Unlike previ- _ but a permanent system of social insurance.

ous work relief programs, the WPA employed many out-of work white-collar 4 The Social Security Act launched the American version of the welfare

workers and professionals, even doctors and dentists. 3 . state—a term that originated in Britain during World War II to refer to a
Perhaps the most famous WPA projects were in the arts. The WPA set hun-

dreds of artists to work decorating public buildings with murals. It hired writ- g
ers to produce local histories and guidebooks to the forty-eight states and to»l
record the recollections of ordinary Americans, including hundreds of former, 3
slaves. Its Federal Theater Project put on plays, including an all-black produc-
tion of Macbeth and Sinclair Lewis's drama It Can’t Happen Here, about fascism .
coming to the United States. The Federal Music Project established orchestras 4§
and choral groups, and the Federal Dance Project sponsored hallet and .mod-‘ .
ern dance programs. Thanks to the WPA, audiences across the country EI‘.I]OYCQ 3
their first glimpse of live musical and theatrical performances and their firsts

* System of income assistance, health coverage, and social services for all cit-
& izens. The act illustrated both the extent and the limits of the changes ush-
. ered in by the Second New Deal. The American welfare state marked a radical
,‘_deparmre from previous government policies, but compared with similar
" programsin Europe, it has always been far more decentralized, involved lower
Y ‘evels of public spending, and covered fewer citizens. The original Social
- Security bill, for example, envisioned a national system of health insurance.

s But Congress dropped this afier feracious opposition from the American

“Medical Assaciation, which feared government regulation of doctors’ actiy-
g uties and incomes,
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The Social Security System

Some New Dealers desired a program funded by the federal government’s
general tax revenues, and with a single set of eligibility standards administered
by national officials. But Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, along with power-
ful members of Congress, wished to keep relief in the hands of state and local
authorities and believed that workers should contribute directly to the cost of
their own benefits. Roosevelt himself preferred to fund Social Security by taxes
on employers and workers, rather than out of general government revenues.
He wanted to ensure that Social Security did not add to the federal deficit and
believed that paying such taxes gave contributors “a legal, moral, and political
right” to collect their old age pensions and unemployment benefits, which no
future Congress could rescind.

Asaresult, Social Security emerged as a hybrid of national and local funding,
control, and eligibility standards. Old age pensions were administered nationally
but paid for by taxes on employers and employees. Such taxes also funded pay-
ments to the unemployed, but this program was highly decentralized, with the
states retaining considerable control over the level of benefits. The states paid
most of the cost of direct poor relief, under the program called Aid to Depen-
dent Children, and eligibility and the level of payments varied enormously from
place to place. As will be discussed later, the combination of local administra-
tion and the fact that domestic and agricultural workers were not covered by
unemployment and old age benefits meant that Social Security at first excluded
large numbers of Americans, especially unmarried women and non-whites.

Nonetheless, Social Security represented a dramatic departure from the
traditional functions of government. The Second New Deal transformed the
relationship between the federal government and American citizens. Before

the 1930s, national political debate ofien revolved around the question of
whether the federal government should intervene in the economy. After the 5
New Deal, debate rested on how it should intervene. In addition, the govern- 3
ment assumed a responsibility, which it has never wholly relinquished, for 8
guaranteeing Americans a living wage and protecting them against economic -
and personal misfortune. “Laissez-faire is dead,” wrote Walter Lippmann, “and E-
the modemn state has become responsible for the modern economy [and] the_

task of insuring . . . the standard of life for its people.”

A REGKONING WITH LIBERTY

The Depression made inevitable, in the words of one writer, a “reckoning: F
with liberty.” For too many Americans, Roosevelt proclaimed, “life was no
longer free; liberty no longer real; men could no longer follow the pursuit o[ X
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How did the New Deal recast the meaning of American freedom?

happiness.” The 1930s produced an outpouring of books and essays on free

dom. The large majority took for granted the need for a new definition. In a
volume entitled Land of the Free (1938), the poet Archibald MacLeish used pho-
tographs of impoverished migrants and sharecroppers to question the reality
of freedom in desperate times. “We told ourselves we were free,” he wrote. Now.
“we wonder if the liberty is done . . . or if there's something different men can'
mean by Liberty.”

Like the Civil War, the New Deal recast the idea of freedom by linking it to
the expanding power of the national state. “Our democracy,” wrote Father John
A. Ryan, a prominent Catholic social critic, “finds itself . . . in a new age where
not political freedom but social and industrial freedom is the most insistent
cry.” Influenced by Ryan, the National Catholic Welfare Conference in 1935
declared that “social justice” required a government guarantee of continuous
employment and a “decent livelihood and adequate security” for all Americans.

FDR and the Idea of Freedom

Along wi.th being a superb politician, Roosevelt was a master of political
communication. At a time when his political opponents controlled most
news;.)apers. he harnessed radio’s power to bring his message directly into
American homes. By the mid-1930s, more than two-thirds of American

families owned radios. They listened avidly to Roosevelt's radio addresses,

known as “fireside chats.”

Roosevelt adeptly appealed to traditional values in support of new policies.
l-_le gave the term “liberalism” its modern meaning. In the nineteenth century,
liberalism had been a shorthand for limited government and free-market eco-'

“':l;lor.nics. Roosevelt consciously chose to employ it to describe a large, active
- socially conscious state. He reclaimed the word “freedom” from conservatives’
) ;ignd made it a rallying cry for the New Deal. In his second fireside chat, Roos-

] %_evelt juxtaposed his own definition of liberty as “greater security for the aver
§* 4ge man” to the older notion of liberty of contract, which served the interests
A ‘:qf “the 1')rivileged few.” Henceforth, he would consistently link freedom with
. fconomic security and identify entrenched economic inequality as its greatest
g cnemy. “The liberty of a democracy,” he declared in 1938, was not safe if citizens
,gould not “sustain an acceptable standard of living.”

« Even as Roosevelt invoked the word to uphold the New Deal, “liberty”-—

*In the sense of freedom from powerful government—became the fighting
i .slpgan of his opponents. Their principal critique of the New Deal was that
l}s “reckless spending” undermined fiscal responsibility and its new govern-
;n_}ent regulations restricted American freedom. When conservative business-
‘men and politicians in 1934 formed an organization to mobilize opposition
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to Roosevelt’s policies, they called it
the American Liberty League. Robert
Taft of Ohio, leader of the Republi-
cans in Congress, accused Roosevelt of
sacrificing “individual freedom” in a
misguided effort to “improve the con-
ditions of the poor.”

As the 19305 progressed, opponents
of the New Deal invoked the language
of liberty with greater and greater pas-
sion. The US. Chamber of Commerce
charged FDR with attempting to “Sovi-
etize” America. Even though his own
administration had abandoned lais-
sez-faire in the face of economic disas-
ter, former president Hoover launched
strident attacks on his successor for
endangering “fundamental American
liberties.” In The Challenge to Liberty
(1934), Hoover called the New Deal
“the most stupendous invasion of the
whole spirit of liberty” the nation had
ever seen.

ey 3 l::,n e - !
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FDA delivering one of his “fireside chats” in
1938. Roosevelt was the first president to make
effective use of the radio to promote his policies.

The Election of 1936

By 1936, with working-class voters providing massive majorities for the Dem-
ocratic Party and businesses large and small bitterly estranged from the New
Deal, politics reflected class divisions more completely than at any other time
in American history. Conceptions of freedom divided sharply as well. Ameri-

fatris i dlibe sl 4004

cans, wrote George Soule, editor of The New Republic, confronted “two oppos-

ing systems of concepts about liberty,” reflecting “the needs and purposes of
two opposing [parts] of the population.” One was the idea of “freedom for pr-

vate enterprise,” the other “socialized liberty” based on “an equitably shared " So R
- Second New Deal,

abundance.”

A fight for the possession of “the ideal of freedom,” reported the New York

Times, emerged as the central issue of the presidential campaign of 1936. The

Demacratic platform insisted that in a modern economy the government has =
an obligation to establish a “democracy of opportunity forall the people.” In his ¢
speech accepting renomination, Roosevelt launched a blistering attack against,
“economic royalists” who, he charged, sought to establish a new tyranny over
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How did the New Deal recast the meaning of American Sfreedom

esfant farmers and urban Catholic and Jewish ethnics, industria) workers and
IfllddleArilass home owners, These groups made up the so-called New Deal coali-
tion, which would dominate American politics for nearly half a century.

The Court Fight

Roosevelt’s second inaugural address was the first to be delivered on Janua

20. In order to lessen a newly elected president’s wait before taking office tlz
recently ratified Twentieth Amendment had moved inauguration day f'rom
March 4. FDR called on the nation to redouble its efforts to aid those “who
have too little.” The Depression, he admitied, had not been conquered:

one-third of a nation ill-housed, i

ill-clad, and ill-nourished.” Emboldened by

well invalidate Social Security, the Wagner Act, and other measures of the

The plan aroused cries that the president was an aspiring dictator, Congress

'. rejecte('i it. But Roosevelt accomplished his underlying purpose. The Supreme

g Court, it is sometimes said, follows the election returns, Coming soon afier
; J‘Rooscvelt's landslide victory of

@ 2nastonishing about-face on the part of key justices. Beginning in March 1

3 the Court suddenly revealed a new willingness to Support economic regulatgiz;

1936, the threat of “Court packing” inspired
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VOICES OF FREEDOM

From Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Fireside Chat" (1934)

President Roosevelt pioneered the use of the new mass medium of radio to speak
directly to Americans in their homes. He used his “fireside chats” to mobilize sup-
port for New Deal programs, link them with American traditions, and outline his
definition of freedom.

To those who say that our expenditures for public works and other means for recovery
are a waste that we cannot afford, I answer that no country, however rich, can afford
the waste of its human resources. Demoralization caused by vast unemployment is
our greatest extravagance. Morally, it is the greatest menace to our social order. Some
people try to tell me that we must make up our minds that in the future we shall per

manently have millions of unemployed just as other countries have had them for over
a decade. What may be necessary for those countries is not my responsibility to deter-
mine. But as for this country,  stand or fall by my refusal to accept as a necessary con-
dition of our future a permanent army of unemployed. . . .

In our efforts for recovery we have avoided, on the one hand, the theory that
business should and must be taken over into an all-embracing Government. We have
avoided, on the other hand, the equally untenable theory that it is an interference with
liberty to offer reasonable help when private enterprise is in need of help. The course we
have followed fits the American practice of Government, a practice of taking action step
by step, of regulating only to meet concrete needs, a practice of courageous recognition
of change. I believe with Abraham Lincoln, that “the legitimate object of Government is
to do fora community of people whatever they need to have done but cannot do at all or
cannot do so well for themselves in their separate and individual capacities.”
Iam not for a return to that definition of liberty under which for many years a free

people were being gradually regimented into the service of the privileged few. I prefer
and I am sure you prefer that broader definition of liberty under which we are moving

forward to greater freedom, to greater security for the average man than he has ever |

known before in the history of America.

From John Steinbeck, The Harvest Gypsies:
On the Road to the Grapes of Wrath (1938)

John Steinbeck’s popular novel The Grapes of Wrath (1939), and the film version that 1
followed shortly thereafter, focused national attention on the plight of homeless |
migrants displaced from their farms as a result of the Great Depression. Before that |
book appeared, Steinbeck had published a series of newspaper articles based on eye-

witness accounts of the migrants, which became the basis for his novel.
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wipe out the season's crops. . . .

ble, where popular government, whether
practiced in the Grange, in church
organization or in lgcal government,
was the responsibility of every man. And
they have come into the country where,
because of the movement necessary to
make a living, they are not allowed any
.' vote whatever, but are rather considered
. aproperly unprivileged class. . ..

y As one little boy in a squatter’s camp

: h said, “When they need us they call us
§  migrants, and when we've picked their

. crop, we're bums and we got to get out.”

In California, we find a curious attitude toward a group that makes our agriculture suc-
cessful. The migrants are needed, and they are hated. ... The migrants are hated for the
following reasons, that they are ignorant and dirty people, that they are carriers of dis
ease, that they increase the necessity for police and the tax bill for schooling in a com
munity, and that if they are allowed to organize they can, simply by refusing 10 work

v

Let ussee what kind of people they are, where they come from, and the routes of their
wanderings. In the past they have been of several races, encouraged to come and often
imported as cheap labor. Chinese in the eatl
cans. These were foreigners, and as such the
about.. .. But in recent years the foreign
danger they have been deported in great
which a great quantity of cheap labor cou

The drought in the middle west has
homa, Nebraska and parts of Kansas and

¥ period, then Filipines, Japanese and Mexi
y were ostracized and segregated and herded
migrants have begun to organize, and at this
numbers, for there was a new reservoir from
1d be obtained.

driven the agricultural populations of Okla-
. Texas westward. ... Thousands of them are
crossing the borders in ancient rattling automobiles, destitute and hungry and home-
less, ready to accept any pay so that they may eat and feed their children. . ..

The earlier foreign migrants have invariably been drawn from a peon class. This is
not the case with the new migrants. They are small farmers who have lost their farms
or farm hands who have lived with the family in the old American way.... They have.
come from the little farm districts where democracy was not only possible but inevita-

QUESTIONS

1. What does Roosevelt mean by the difference
between the definition of liberty that has
existed in the past and his own “broader
definition of liberty™?

2. According to Steinbeck, how do
Depression era migrant workers differ

Srom those in carlier periods?

3. Do the migrant workers described by Stein-
beck enjoy liberty as Roosevelt understands it?
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by both the federal government and the states. It upheld a minimum wage law
of the state of Washington similar to the New York measure it had declared
unconstitutional a year earlier. It turned aside challenges to Social Security and
the Wagner Act. In subsequent cases, the Court affirmed federal power to reg-
ulate wages, hours, child labor, agricultural production, and numerous other
aspects of economic life.

Announcing a new judicial philosophy, Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes
pointed out that the words “freedom of contract” did not appear in the Consti-
tution. “Liberty,” however, did, and this, Hughes continued, required “the pro-
tection of law against the evils which menace the health, safety, morals, and
welfare of the people.” The Court's new willingness to accept the New Deal
marked a permanent change in judicial policy. Having declared dozens of eco-
nomic laws unconstitutional in the decades leading up to 1937, the justices
have rarely done so since.

The End of the Second New Deal

Even as the Court made its peace with Roosevelt’s policies, the momentum
of the Second New Deal slowed. The landmark United States Housing Act did
pass in 1937, initiating the first major national effort to build homes for the
poorest Americans. But the Fair Labor Standards bill failed to reach the floor
for over a year. When it finally passed in 1938, it banned goods produced by
child labor from interstate commerce, set forty cents as the minimum hourly
wage, and required overtime pay for hours of work exceeding forty per week.
This last major piece of New Deal legislation established the practice of federal
regulation of wages and working conditions, another radical departure from
pre-Depression policies.

The year 1937 also witnessed a sharp downturn of the economy. With eco-
nomic conditions improving in 1936, Roosevelt had reduced federal funding for
farm subsidies and WPA work relief. The result was disastrous. As government
spending fell, so did business investment, industrial production, and the stock
market. Unemployment, still 14 percent at the beginning of 1937, rose to nearly
20 percent by year's end.

In 1936, in The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money, John May-
nard Keynes had challenged economnists’ traditional belief in the sanctity of bal-

anced budgets. Large-scale government spending, he insisted, was necessary to &

sustain purchasing power and stimulate econemic activity during downturns.

Such spending should be enacted even at the cost of a budget deficit (a situa- |

tion in which the government spends more money than it takes in). By 1938,
Roosevelt was ready to follow this prescription, which would later be known as
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Keynesian economics. In April, he asked
Congress for billions more for work
relief and farm aid. By the end of the
year, the immediate crisis had passed.
But the events of 1937-1938 marked
a major shift in New Deal philosophy.
Rather than economic planning, as in
1933-1934, Or economic redistribu-
tion, as in 1935-1936, public spending
would now be the government’s major
tool for combating unemployment and
stimulating economic growth. The Sec-
ond New Deal had come to an end.

THE LIMITS OF CHANGE

Roosevelt conceived of the Second New
Deal, and especially Social Security, as
expanding the meaning of freedom by
extending assistance to broad groups

How did New Deal benefits apply to vomen and minorities?

FIGURE 21.1 UNEMPLOYMENT,
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The New Deal did not really solve the problem of
unemployment, which fell below 10 percent only
in 1941, as the United States prepared to enter
World War Ii.

of needy Americans--the unemployed, elderly, and dependent-—as a right of
citizenship, not charity or special privilege. But political realities, especially
the power of inherited ideas about gender and black disenfranchisement in the
South, powerfully affected the drafting of legislation. New Deal programs were
justified as ways of bringing economic security to “the people” rather than to
specific disadvantaged groups. But different Americans experienced the New

Deal in radically different ways.

The New Deal and American Women

The New Deal brought more women into government than ever before in
American history. A number of talented women, including Secretary of Labor
Frances Perkins, advised the president and shaped public policy. Most promi-
nent of all was Eleanor Roosevelt, FDR's distant cousin whom he had married
in 1905. She transformed the role of First Lady, turning a position with no for-
mal responsibilities into a base for political action. She traveled widely, spoke
out on public issues, wrote a regular newspaper column that sometimes dis-

agreed openly with her husband's policies, and worked to enlarge the scope of
- the New Deal in areas like civil rights, labor legislation, and work relief,
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But even as the New Deal increased women's visibility in national politics,
organized feminism, already in disarray during the 1920s, disappeared as
a political force. Indeed, the Depression inspired widespread demands for
women to remove themselves from the labor market to make room for unem-
ployed men. Because the Depression hit industrial employment harder than
low-wage clerical and service jobs where women predominated, the proportion
of the workforce made up of women rose. The government tried to reverse this
trend. The Economy Act of 1933 prohibited both members of a married cou-
ple from holding federal jobs. Until its repeal in 1937, it led to the dismissal
of numerous female civil service employees whose husbands worked for the
government. Many states and localities prohibited the hiring of women whose
husbands earned a “living wage,” and employers from banks to public school
systems barred married women from jobs. Although the CIO organized female
workers, it, too, adhered to the idea that women should be supported by men.
“The working wife whose husband is employed,” said a vice pregident of the
United Auto Workers, “should be barred from industry.”

Most New Deal programs did not exclude women from benefits (although
the CCC restricted its camps to men). But the ideal of the male-headed house-
hold powerfully shaped social policy. Since paying taxes on one’s wages made
one eligible for the most generous Social Security programs—old age pensions
and unemployment insurance—they left most women uncovered, since they
did not work outside the home. The program excluded the 3 million mostly
female domestic workers altogether. “Those who need protection most are
completely overlooked,” the sister of a household worker complained to Secre
tary of Labor Perkins. “What about the poor domestics, both in private homes
and private institutions. What have you done for them? Nothing.”

The Southern Veto

Roosevelt made the federal government the symbolic representative of all
the people, including racial and ethnic groups generally ignored by previous

administrations. Yet the power of the Solid South helped to mold the New ‘

Deal welfare state into an entitiement of white Americans. After the South’s |
blacks lost the right to vote around the turn of the century, Democrats enjoyed
a political monopoly in the region. Democratic members of Congress were
elected again and again. With results predetermined, many whites did not
bother to vote (only about 20 percent of eligible southern voters cast ballots
in the election of 1920). But this tiny electorate had an enormous impact on
national policy. Committee chairmanships in Congress rest on seniority—

how many years a member has served in office. Beginning in 1933, when /!

Democrats took control of Congress, southerners assumed the key leadership 3
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How: did New Deal benefits apply 10 women and minorities?

positions. Despite his personal pop-
ularity, Roosevelt felt he could not
challenge the power of southern Dem.-
ocrats if he wished legislation to pass.
At their insistence, the Social Security
law excluded agricultural and domes-
tic workers, the largest categories of
black employment.

Roosevelt spoke of Social Securi-
ty’s universality, but the demand for
truly comprehensive coverage came
from the political lefi and black orga-

nizations. Congressman Ernest Lun- A 1936 phot h sh black
. N N olograph shows a black fanmer, with
deen of Minnesota in 1935 introduced g son, repaying a loan from the Farm Security

a bill establishing a federally con-  Administration, which sought to improve the
trolled system of old age, unemploy- conditions of poor landowning farmers and
ment, and health benefits for all wage ::'ammppe's‘ el \vears whai is probably
workers, plus support for female heads o;i;:fa e to mast with the government
of households with dependents. Black

organizations like the Urban League

and the NAACP supported the Lundeen bill and lobbied strenuously for a
System that enabled agricultural and domestic workers to receive unemploy-
ment and old age benefits and that established national relief standards. The
Social Security Act, however, not Lundeen's proposal, became law. Its lim-
itations, complained the Pittsburgh Courier, a black newspaper, reflected the
power of “reactionary elements in the South who cannot bear the thought of
Negroes getting pensions and compensations” and who feared that the inclu.

~ sion of black workers would disrupt the region’s low wage, racially divided
* labor system.

The Stigma of Welfare

b Because of the “southern veto,” the majority of black workers found themselves

confined to the least generous and most vulnerable wing of the new welfare

state. The public assistance programs established by Social Security, notably

aid to dependent children and to the poor elderly, were open to all Americans

& who could demonstrate financial need. But they set benefits at extremely low

. levels and authorized the states to determine eligibility standards, including
. "moral” behavior as defined by local authorities. As a result, public assistance
. Programs allowed for widespread discrimination in the distribution of bene

& fits. Because recipients did not pay Social Security taxes, they came to bear the
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humiliating stigma of dependency on government handouts, which would
soon come to be known as “welfare.”

In 1942, the National Resources Planning Board noted that because of
their exclusion from programs “which give aid under relatively favorable
conditions,” blacks were becoming disproportionately dependent on welfare,
a program widely viewed with popular disfavor. The situation, the Teport
concluded, seemed certain to stigmatize blacks as recipients of unearned gov
ermment assistance, and welfare as a program for minorities, thus dooming it
forever to inadequate “standards of aid.” Over time, this is precisely what hap-
pened, until the federal government abolished its responsibility for welfare in
1996 entirely, during the presidency of Bill Clinton.

The Indian New Deal

Overall, the Depression and New Deal had a contradictory impact on America’s
racial minorities. Under Commissioner of Indian Affairs John Collier, the
administration launched an Indian New Deal. Collier ended the policy of
forced assimilation and allowed Indians unprecedented cultural autonomy.
He replaced boarding schools meant to eradicate the tribal heritage of Indian
children with schools on reservations, and dramatically increased spending on
Indian health. He secured passage of the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934,
ending the policy, dating back to the Dawes Act of 1887, of dividing Indian
lands into small plots for individual families and selling off the rest. Federal
authorities once again recognized Indians’ right to govern their own affairs,
except where specifically limited by national laws. Such limitations, however,
could weigh heavily on Indian tribes. The Navajos, the nation’s largest tribe,
refused to cooperate with the Reorganization Act as a protest against a federal
soil conservation program that required them to reduce their herds of livestock.

The New Deal marked the most radical shift in Indian policy in the nation’s
history. But living conditions on the desperately poor reservations did not
significantly improve, and New Deal programs ofien ignored Indians’ inter
ests. The building of the Grand Coulee Dam on the Columbia River flooded
thousands of acres where Indians had hunted and fished for centuries. But the
government did not make any of the irrigation water available to the region's
reservations.

The New Deal and Mexican-Americans

For Mexican-Americans, the Depression was a wrenching experience. With &

demand for their Jabor plummeting, more than 400,000 (one-fifth of the pop-

ulation of Mexican origin) returned to Mexico, some voluntarily, others at the
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strong urging of local authorities in the
Southwest. A majority of those “encour-
aged” to leave the country were recent
immigrants, but they included perhaps
200,000 Mexican-American children
who had been born in the United States
and were therefore citizens. Those who
remained mostly worked in grim con

ditions in California’s vegetable and
fruit fields, whose corporate farms
benefited enormously from New Deal
dam construction that provided them
with cheap electricity and water for
irrigation. The Wagner and Sacial Secu-
rity Acts did not apply to agricultural
laborers. When the workers tried to
organize a union as part of the decade’s
labor upsurge, they were brutally sup-
pressed. In his 1939 book Factories in the

did New Deal bonefits apply

o women and minorities?

The Farm Security Administration hired noted
photographers to document American life. This
image by Dorothea Lange, from 1938, shows
Hispanic women Packing apricots in Brentwood,
California.

Field, the writer Carey McWilliams exposed the low wages, inadequate hous-
ing, and political repression under which the migrant laborers suffered, which

the New Deal did nothing to alleviate.

Mexican-American leaders struggled to develop a consistent strategy for
their people. They sought greater rights by claiming to be white Americans- -
in order to not suffer the same discrimination as African-Americans—but
also sought the backing of the Mexican government and promoted a mystical
sense of pride and identification with Mexican heritage later given the name

laraza,

Last Hired, First Fired

As the “last hired and first fired,” African-Americans were hit hardest by the
Depression. Even those who retained their jobs now faced competition from
unemployed whites who had previously considered positions like waiter and
porter beneath them. With an unemployment rate double that of whites,
blacks benefited disproportionately from direct government relief and, espe-
cially in northern cities, jobs on New Deal public-works projects. Half of the
families in Harlem received public assistance during the 1930s.

The Depression propelled economic survival to the top of the black agenda.

- Demonstrations in Harlem demanded jobs in the neighborhood’s white-owned
. Stores, with the slogan “Don't Buy Where You Can't Work.” W. E. B. Du Bois
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abandoned his earlier goal of racial integration as unrealistic for the foresee-
able future. Blacks, he wrote, must recognize themselves as “a nation within a
nation.” He called on blacks to organize for economic survival by building an
independent, cooperative economy within their segregated communities, and
to gain control of their own separate schools (a position reminiscent of that of
Booker T. Washington, whom he had earlier condemned).

A New Deal for Blacks

Although Roosevelt seems to have had little personal interest in race relations
or civil rights, he appointed Mary McLeod Bethune, a prominent black edu-
cator, as a special adviser on minority affairs and a number of other blacks to
important federal positions. Key members of his administration, including his
wife, Eleanor, and Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, a former president of
the Chicago chapter of the NAACP, directed national attention to the injustices
of segregation, disenfranchisement, and lynching. In 1939, Eleanor Roosevelt
resigned from the Daughters of the American Revolution when the organiza-
tion refused to allow the black singer Marian Anderson to present a concert at
Constitution Hall in Washington. The president’s wife arranged for Anderson
to sing on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial and for the concert to be broadcast
nationally on the radio.

Thanks to the New Deal, the decade witnessed a historic shift in black
voting patterns. In the North and West, where they enjoyed the right to vote,
blacks in 1934 and 1936 abandoned their allegiance to the party of Lincoln
and emancipation in favor of Democrats and the New Deal. But their hopes
for broad changes in the nation's race system were disappointed. Despite a
massive lobbying campaign, southern congressmen prevented passage of a
federal antilynching law. FDR offered little support. “I did not choose the tools
with which I must work,” he told Walter White of the NAACP; he could not
jeopardize his economic programs by alienating powerful members of Con-
gress. The CCC established segregated work camps. Because of the exclusion
of agricultural and domestic workers, Social Security’s old age pensions and
unemployment benefits and the minimum wages established by the Fair Labor
Standards Act left uncovered 6o percent of all employed blacks and 85 percent
of black women.

Federal Discrimination

Federal housing policy, which powerfully reinforced residential segregation,
revealed the limits of New Deal freedom. As in the case of Social Security, local
officials put national housing policy into practice in a way that reinforced
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existing racial boundaries. Nearly all
municipalities, North as well as South,
insisted that housing built or finan-
cially aided by the federal government
be racially segregated. (In Texas, some
communities financed three sets of
housing projects—for whites, blacks,
and Mexicans.) The Federal Housing
Administration, moreover, had no hes-
itation about insuring mortgages that
contained clauses barring future sales
to non-white buyers, and it refused to
channel money into integrated neigh-
borhoods. In some cases, the presence
of a single black family led the agency

How did New Deal benefits app.

During the 1930s, the South remained rigidly
segregated. This 1939 photograph by Dorthea
Lange depicts a “colored” movie theater in the
Mississippi Delta.

l(.) declare an entire block off-limits for federal mortgage insurance. Along with
dlsc'nmmatory practices by private banks and real-estate companies, federal
policy became a major factor in further entrenching housing segregation in

the United States.

Federal employment practices also discriminated on the basis of race. As
lale‘a.s 1940, of the 150,000 blacks holding federal jobs, only 2 percent occupied
positions other than clerk or custodian. In the South, many New Deal construc-

tion projects refused to hire blacks at all.

“They give all the work to white peo-

ple and give us nothing,” a black resident of Mississippi wrote to FDR in 1935.
The New Deal began the process of modernizing southern agriculture, but ten-
ants, black and white, footed much of the bill. Tens of thousands of sharecrop-
pers, as noted earlier, were driven off the land as a result of the AAA policy of
faising crop prices by paying landowners to reduce cotton acreage.

. Support for civil rights would eventually become a test of liberal creden-
tials. But in the 1930s, one could advocate Roosevelt’s economic program
aqd oppose antilynching legislation and moves to incorporate black workers
W{thin Sacial Security. Theodore Bilbo, the notoriously racist senator from
Mls.sissippi. was one of the New Deal's most loyal backers. Not until the Great
Society of the 1960s would those left out of Social Security and other New Deal
programs—racial minorities, many women, migranis and other less privileged
workers—win inclusion in the American welfare state.

. Nonetheless, in a society in which virtually all institutions, public and
private, created and reinforced patterns of discrimination, the New Deal
helped to create an atmosphere that made possible challenges to the racial
and ethnic status quo and the rise of a new, more inclusive vision of American

freedom,

THE LIMITS OF CHANGE + 851



