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The fiftieth anniversary of the New Deal, launched on March 4, 1933,
comes at a time when it has been going altogether out of fashion. Writers
on the left, convinced that the Roosevelt experiment was either worthless
or pernicious, have assigned it to the dustbin of history. Commentators on
the right, though far less conspicuous, see in the New Deal the origins of
the centralized state they seek to dismande. Indeed, the halfcentury of the
age of Roosevelt is being commemorated in the presidency of Ronald
Reagan, who, while never tiring of quoting FDR, insists that the New Deal
derived from Italian fascism.

To be sure, the New Deal has always had its critics. In Roosevelt’s own
day Marxists said that the New Deal had not done anything for agricul-
ture that an earthquake could not have done better at the same time that
conservatives were saying that FDR was unprincipled. Hoover even called
him “a chameleon on plaid.” Most historians have long since accepted
the fact that New Deal policies were sometimes inconsistent, that Roosevelt
failed to grasp countercyclical fiscal theory, that recovery did not come
until armaments orders fueled the economy, that the President was credited
with certain reformns like insurance of bank deposits that he, in fact,
opposed, that a number of New Deal programs, notably aid for the mar-
ginal farmer, were inadequately financed, and that some New Deal agencies
discriminated against blacks.

During the 1960s historians not only dressed up these ohjections as
though they were new revelations but carried their disappointment with
contemporary liberalism to the point of arguing cither that the New Deal
was not just inadequate but actually malign or that the New Deal was so
negligible as to constitute a meaningless episode. . .. An “antirevolution-
ary response to a situation that had revolutionary potentialities,” the New
Deal, it was said, missed opportunities to nationalize the banks and
restructure the social order. Even “providing assistance to the needy and . . .
rescuing them from starvation” served conservative ends, historians com-
plained, for these cfforts “sapped organized radicalism of its waning
strength and of its potential constituency among the unorganized and
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discontented.” The Roosevelt Administration, it has been asserted, failed
to achieve more than it did not as a result of the strength of conservative
opposition but because of the intellectual deficiencies of the New Dealers
and because Roosevelt deliberately sought to save “large-scale corporate
capitalism.” . . .

This emphasis has so permeated writing on the New Deal in the past
generation that an instructor who wishes to assign the latest thought on
the age of Roosevelt has a wide choice of articles and anthologies that
document the errors of the New Deal but no assessment of recent vintage
that explores its accomplishments.

The fifticth anniversary of the New Deal provides the occasion for a
modest proposal — that we reintroduce some tension into the argument
over the interpretation of the Roosevelt years. If historians are to develop
a credible synthesis, it is important to regain a sense of the achievement
of the New Deal. As it now stands, we have a dialectic that is all antithesis
with no thesis. . . .

As a first step toward a more considered evaluation, one has to remind
one's self not only of what the New Deal did not do, but of what it achieved.

Above all, one needs to recognize how markedly the New Deal altered
the character of the State in America. Indeed, though for decades past
European theorists had been talking about der Staat, there can hardly be
said to have been a State in America in the full meaning of the term
before the New Deal. If you had walked into an American town in 1932,
you would have had a hard time detecting any sign of a federal presence,
save perhaps for the post office and even many of today’s post offices date
from the 1930s. Washington rarely affected people’s lives directly. There
was no national old-age pension system, no federal unemployment com-
pensation, no aid to dependent children, no federal housing, no regula-
tion of the stock market, no withholding tax, no federal school lunch, no
farm subsidy, no national minimum wage law, no welfare state. . . . From
1933 to 1938, the government intervened in a myriad of ways from ener-
gizing the economy to fostering unionization. . . .

This vast expansion of government led inevitably to the concentration
of much greater power in the presidency, whose authority was greatly aug-
mented under FDR. Rexford Tugwell has written of Roosevelt: “No
monarch, . . . unless it may have been Elizabeth or her magnificent Tudor
father, or maybe Alexander or Augustus Caesar, can have given quite that
sense of serene presiding, of gathering up into himself, of really repre-
senting, a whole people.” The President became, in Sidney Hyman'’s
words, “the chief economic engineer,” to whom Congress naturally turned
for the setting of economic policy. Roosevelt stimulated interest in public
affairs by his fireside chats and freewheeling press conferences, shifted
the balance between the White House and Capitol Hill by assuming the
role of Chief Legislator, and eluded the routinized traditional departments
by creating emergency agencies. In 1939 he established the Executive
Office of the President, giving the Chief Executive a central staff office
for the first time. “The verdict of history,” wrote Clinton Rossiter, “will
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surely be that he left the Presidency a more splendid instrument of democ-
racy than he found it.”

To staff the national agencies, Roosevelt turned to a new class of people:
the university-trained experts. . . . During the First Hundred Days, large
numbers of professors, encouraged by FDR's reliance on the Brain Trust,
flocked to Washington to draft New Deal legislation and to administer
New Deal agencies. The radical literary critic Edmund Wilson wrote,
“Everywhere in the streets and offices you run into old acquaintances: the
editors and writers of the liberal press, the ‘progressive’ young instructors
from the colleges, the intelligent foundation workers, the practical ideal-
ists of settlement houses.” He added: “The bright boys of the Eastern
universities, instead of being obliged to choose, as they were twenty years
ago, between business, the bond-selling game and the field or foreign
missions, can come on and get jobs in Washington.” . . .

Some may doubt today whether it is always an unmitigated good to
have “the best and the brightest™ in seats of power, but in the 1930s this
infusion of talent gave an élan 10 the national government that had been
sorely missing in the past. The New Republic commented: “We have in
Washington not a soggy and insensitive mass of dough, as in some previ-
ous administrations. but a nervous, alert and hard-working group who are
doing their level best to effectuate a program.” . . .

This corps of administrators made it possible for Roosevelt to carry out
a major change in the role of the federal government. Although the New
Deal always operated within a capitalist matrix and the government
sought to enhance profitmaking, Roosevelt and his lieutenants rejected
the traditional view that government was the handmaiden of business or
that government and bhusiness were coequal sovereigns. As a consequence,
they adopted measures to discipline corporations, to require a sharing
of authority with government and unions, and to hold businessmen
accountable. In the early days of the National Recovery Administration,
the novelist Sherwood Anderson wrote:

I went to several code hearings. No one has quite got their significance,
Here for the first time you see these men of business, little ones and big
ones, . . . coming up on the platform to give an accounting. It does seem
the death knell of the old idea that a man owning a factory, office or
store has a right to run it in his own way.

There is at least an effort to relate it now to the whole thing, man’s
relations with his fellow men ete. Of course it is crude and there will be
no end to crookedness, objections, etc. but I do think an entire new prin-
ciple in American life is being established.

Through a series of edicts and statutes, the administration invaded the
realm of the banker by establishing control over the nation’s money sup-
ply. The government clamped an embargo on gold, took the United
States off the gold standard, and nullified the requirement for the pay-
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ment of gold in private contracts. In 1935 a resentful Supreme Court sus-
tained this authority, although a dissenting justice said that this was Nero
at his worst. The Glass-Steagall Banking Act (1933) stripped commercial
banks of the privilege of engaging in investment banking, and establishecl
federal insurance of bank deposits, an innovation which the leading mon-
etary historians have called “the structural change most conducive to
monetary stability since bank notes were taxed out of existence immedi-
ately after the Civil War.” The Banking Act of 1935 gave the United States
what other industrial nations had long had. but America lacked — central
banking. . ..

A number of other enactments helped transfer authority from Wall
Street to Washington. The Securities Act of 1933 established government
supervision of the issue of securities, and made company directors civilly
and criminally liable for misinformation on the statements they were
required to file with each new issue. The Securities and Exchange Act of
1934 initiated federal supervision of the stock exchanges, which to this
day operate under the lens of the Securities and Exchange Commission
(SEC). The Holding Company Act of 1935 levelled some of the utility
pyramids, dissolving all utility holding companies that were more than
twice removed from their operating companies, and increased the regula-
tory powers of the SEC over public utilities. . . . To be sure, financiers
continued to make important policy choices, but they never again operated
in the uninhibited universe of the Great Bull Market. . . .

The age of Roosevelt focused attention on Washington, too, by initiatives
in fields that had been regarded as exclusively within the private orbit,
notably in housing. The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation, created in
1933, saved tens of thousands of homes from foreclosure by refinancing
mortgages. In 1934 the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) began its
program of insuring loans for the construction and renovation of private
homes, and over the next generation more than 10 million FHA-financed
units were built. Before the New Deal, the national government had
never engaged in public housing, except for the World War I emergency,
but agencies like the Public Works Administration now broke v:x.ir::.‘
The Tennessee Valley Authority laid out the model town of Norris, the
Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) experimented with
subsistence homesteads, and the Resettlement Administration created
greenbelt communities, entirely new towns girdled by green countryside.
When in 1937 the Wagner-Steagall Act created the U S, Housing Authority,
it assured public housing a permanent place in American life.

The New Deal profoundly altered industrial relations by throwing the
weight of government behind efforts to unionize workers. At the outset of
the Great Depression, the American labor movement was “an anachro-
nism in the world,” for only a tiny minority of factory workers were union-
ized. Employers hired and fired and imposed punishments at will, used
thugs as strikebreakers and private police, stockpiled industrial muni-
tions, and ran company towns as feudal fiefs. In an astonishingly short
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period in the Roosevelt years a very different pattern emerged. Under the
umbrella of Section 7(a) of the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933
and of the far-reaching Wagner Act of 1935, union organizers gained mil-
lions of recruits in such open-shop strongholds as steel, automobiles, and
textiles. Employees won wage rises, reductions in hours, greater job secu-
rity, freedom from the tyranny of company guards, and protection against
arbitrary punishment. Thanks to the National Recovery Administration
and the Guffey acts, coal miners achieved the outlawing of compulsory
company houses and stores. Steel workers, who in 1920 labored twelve-
hour shifts seven days a week at the blast furnaces, were to become so
powerful that in the postwar era they would win not merely paid vacations
but sabbatical leaves. . . .

Years later, when David E. Lilienthal, the director of the Tennessee
Valley Authority, was being driven to the airport to fly to Roosevelt’s funeral,
the TVA driver said to him:

Iy

I won't forget what he did for me. . . . I spent the best years of my life
working at the Appalachian Mills . . . and they didn’t even treat us like
humans. If you didn’t do like they said, they always told you there was
someonc clse to take your job. I had my mother and my sister to take care
of. Sixteen cents an hour was what we got; a fellow can’t live on that. . ..
If you asked to get off on a Sunday, the foreman would say, “All right you
stay away Sunday, but when you come back Monday somcone clse will
have your job.” No, sir, I won’t forget what he done for us.

... The NRA wiped out sweatshops, and removed some 150,000 child
laborers from factories. The Walsh-Healey Act of 1936 and the Fair Labor
Standards Act of 1938 established the principle of a federally imposed
minimal level of working conditions, and added further sanctions against
child labor. If the New Deal did not do enough for the “one-third of a
nation” to whom Roosevelt called attention, it at least made a beginning,
through agencies like the Farm Security Administration, toward helping
sharecroppers, tenant farmers, and migrants like John Steinbeck’s Joads.
Most important, it originated a new systemn of social rights to replace the
dependence on private charity. The Social Security Act of 1935 created
America’s first national system of old-age pensions and initiated a federal-
state program of unemployment insurance. It also authorized grants for
the blind, for the incapacitated, and for dependent children, a feature
that would have unimaginable long-range consequences. . . .

Roosevelt himself affirmed the newly assumed attitudes in Washington
in his annual message to Congress in 1938 when he declared: “Govern-
ment has a final responsibility for the well-being of its citizenship. If pri-
vate co-operative endeavor fails to provide work for willing hands and
relief for the unfortunate, those suffering hardship from no fault of their
own have a right 1o call upon the Government for aid; and a government
worthy of its name must make fitting response.”
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Nothing revealed this approach so well as the New Deal’s attention to
the plight of the millions of unemployed. During the ten years between
1929 and 1939, one scholar has written, “more progress was made in pub-
lic welfare and relief than in the three hundred years after this country
was first settled.” A series of alphabet agencies — the FERA, the CWA, the
WPA — provided government work for the jobless, while the National
Youth Administration (NYA) employed college students in museums,
libraries, and laboratories, enabled high school students to remain in
school, and set up a program of apprentice training. In Texas, the twenty-
seven-year-old NYA director Lyndon Johnson put penniless young men
like John Connally to work building roadside parks, and in North
Carolina, the NYA employed, at 35 cents an hour, a Duke University law
student, Richard Nixon.

In an address in Los Angeles in 1936, the head of FDR’s relief opera-
tions, Harry Hopkins, conveyed the attitude of the New Deal toward those
who were down and out:

I am getting sick and tired of these people on the W.P.A. and local relief
rolls being called chiselers and cheats. . . . These people . . . are just like
the rest of us. They don’t drink any more than us, they don’t lie any
more, they're no lazier than the rest of us — they’re pretty much a cross
section of the American people. . . . I have never believed that with our
capitalistic system people have to be poor. I think it is an outrage that we
should permit hundreds and hundreds of thousands of people to be ill
clad, to live in miserable homes, not to have enough to eat; not to be able
to send their children to school for the only reason that they are poor. |
don’t believe ever again in America we are going to permit the things to
happen that have happened in the past to people.

Under the leadership of men like Hopkins, “Santa Claus incomparable
and privy-builder without peer,” projects of relief agencies and of the
Public Works Administration (PWA) changed the face of the land. The
PWA built thoroughfares like the Skyline Drive in Virginia and the
Overseas Highway from Miami to Key West, constructed the Medical
Center in Jersey City, burrowed Chicago’s new subway, and gave Natchez,
Mississippi, 2 new bridge, and Denver a modern water-supply system. Few
New Yorkers today realize the long reach of the New Deal. If they cross
the Triborough Bridge, they are driving on a bridge the PWA built. If
they fly into La Guardia Airport, they are landing at an airfield laid out by
the WPA. If they get caught in a traffic jam on the FDR Drive, they are
using yet another artery built by the WPA. . . . In New York City alone the
WPA employed more people than the entire War Department. . . .

The New Deal showed unusual sensitivity toward jobless white-collar
workers, notably those in aesthetic fields. The Public Works of Art Project
gave an opportunity to muralists eager for a chance to work in the style
of Rivera, Orozco, and Siqueiros. The Federal Art Project fostered the
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careers of painters like Stuart Davis, Raphael Soyer, Yasuo Kuniyoshi, and
Jackson Pollock. Out of the same project came a network of community
art centers and the notable Index of American Design. . . .

The Federal Writers’ Project provided support for scores of talented
novelists and poets, editors and literary critics, men like Ralph Ellison
and Nelson Algren, John Cheever and Saul Bellow. These writers turned
out an exceptional set of state guides, with such features as Conrad
Aiken’s carefully delineated portrayal of Deerfield, Massachusetts, and
special volumes like These Are Our Lives, a graphic portfolio of life histo- S
ries in North Carolina, and Panorama, in which Vincent McHugh depicts $
“the infinite pueblo of the Bronx.” Project workers transcribed chain-gang
blues songs, recovered folklore that would otherwise have been lost, and
collected the narratives of clderly former slaves, an invaluable archive later
published in Lay My Burden Down. When the magazine Story conducted a ;
contest for the best contribution by a Project employee, the prize was won 3
by an unpublished 29-year-old black who had been working on the essay
on the Negro for the Illinois guide. With the prize moncy for his stories,
subsequently published as Uncle Tom's Children, Richard Wright gained the
time to complete his remarkable first novel, Native Son.

Some thought it an ill omen that the Federal Theatre Project’s first
production was Shakespeare’s Comedy of Errors, but that agency not only
gave employment 10 actors and stage technicians but offered many com-
munities their first glimpse of live drama. . . . If the creation of America’s
first state theatre was an unusual departure, the New Deal’s ventures
in documentary films seemed no less surprising. With Resettlement
Administration funds, Pare Lorentz produced The Plow That Broke the
Plains in 1936 and the classic The Riverin 1937. He engaged cameramen
like Paul Strand, who had won acclaim for his movie on a fisherman's
strike in Mexico; invited the young composer Virgil Thomson, who had
just scored Gertrude Stein’s Four Saints in Three Acts, to compose the back-
ground music; and employed Thomas Chaliners, who had sung at the
Metropolitan Opera in the era of Caruso, to read the narration. Lorentz’s
films were eyeopeners. American government documentaries before the
Vew Deal had been limited to short subjects on topics like the love life of
the honeybee. The River, which won first prize in Venice at the Inter-
national Exposition of Cinematographic Art in 1938, proved that there
was an audience in the United States for well-wrought documentaries. By
1940 it had drawn more than 10 million people, while The Plow That Broke
the Plains, said one critic, made “the rape of millions of acres . . . more :
moving than the downfall of a Hollywood blonde.” %

Lorentz’s films suggest the concern of the New Deal for the American
land. . . . The Tennessee Valley Authority, which drew admirers from all
over the world, put the national government in the business of generat-
ing electric power, controlled floods, terraced hillsides, and gave new
hope to the people of the valley. In the Pacific Northwest the PWA con-
structed mammoth dams, Grand Coulee and Bonneville. Roosevelt's “tree
army,” the Civilian Conservation Corps, planted millions of nees, cleared
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forest trails, laid out picnic sites and campgrounds, and aided the Forest
Service in the vast undertaking of establishing a shelterbelt — a wind-
break of trees and shrubs: green ash and Chinese elm, apricot and black-
berry, buffalo berry and Osage orange from the Canadian border to the
‘Texas panhandle. Government agencies came to the aid of droughtstricken
farmers in the Dust Bowl, and the Soil Conservation Service, another
New Deal creation, instructed growers in methods of cultivation to save
the land. . ..

These services to farmers represented only a small part of the govern-
ment’s program, for in the New Deal years, the business of agriculture
was revolutionized. Roosevelt came to power at a time of mounting des-
peration for American farmers. Each month in 1932 another 20,000 farm-
ers had lost their land because of inability to meet their debts in a period
of collapsing prices. On a single day in May 1932, one-fourth of the state
of Mississippi went under the sheriff's hammer. The Farm Credit Admin-
istration of 1933 came to the aid of the beleaguered farmer, and within
cighteen months, it had refinanced one-fifth of all farm mortgages in the
United States. In the Roosevelt years, too, the Rural Electrification Ad-
ministration literally brought rural America out of darkness. At the begin-
ning of the Roosevelt era, only one farm in nine had electricity; at the
end, only one in nine did not have it. But inore important than any of
these developments was the progression of enactments starting with the
first AAA (the Agricultural Adjustment Act) of 1933, which began the
process of granting large-scale subsidies to growers. As William Faulkner
later said, “Our cconomy is not agricultural any longer. Our economy is
the federal government. We no longer farm in Mississippi cotton ficlds.
We farm now in Washington corridors and Congressional committee rooms.”

At the same time that its realin was being expanded under the New
Deal, the national government changed the composition of its personnel
and of its beneficiaries. Before 1933, the government had paid heed pri-
marily to a single group — white Anglo-Saxon Protestant males. The
Roosevelt Administration, however, recruited from a more ethnically
diverse group, and the prominence of Catholics and Jews among the
President’s advisers is suggested by the scintillating team of the Second
Hundred Days, Corcoran and Cohen. The Federal Writers’ Project turned
out books on Italians and Albanijans, and the Federal Theatre staged
productions in Yiddish and wrote a history of the Chinese stage in Los
Angeles. In the 1930s women played a more prominent role in govern-
ment than they ever had before, as the result of such appointments as
that of Frances Perkins as the first female cabinet member, while the
influence of Eleanor Roosevelt was pervasive. . . .

Although in some respects the New Deal’s performance with regard to
blacks added to the sorry record of racial discrimination in America,
important gains were also registered in the 1930s. Blacks, who had often
been excluded from relief in the past, now received a share of WPA jobs
considerably greater than their proportion of the population. Blacks
moved into federal housing projects; federal funds went to schools and
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hospitals in black neighborhoods; and New Deal agencies like the Farm
Security Administration (FSA) enabled 50,000 Negro tenant farmers and
sharecroppers to become proprictors. “Indeed,” one historian has written,
“there is a high correlation between the location of extensive FSA opera-
tions in the 1930s and the rapidity of political modernization in black
communities in the South in the 1960s.” Roosevelt appointed a number
of blacks, including William Hastie, Mary McLeod Bethune, and Robert
Weaver, to high posts in the government. . . . The reign of Jim Crow in
Washington offices, which had begun under Roosevelt’s Democratic pre-
decessor, Woodrow Wilson, was terminated by Secretary of the Interior
Harold Ickes who desegregated cafeterias in his deparument. Ickes also
had a role in the most dramatic episode of the times, for when the Daugh-
ters of the American Revolution (DAR) denied the use of their concert
hall to the black contralto Marian Anderson, he made it possible for her
to sing before thousands from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial; and
Mrs. Roosevelt joined in the rebuke to the DAR. Anderson’s concert on
Easter Sunday 1939 was heard by thousands at the Memorial, and three
networks carried her voice to millions more. Blacks delivered their own
verdict on the New Deal at the polling places. Committed to the party of
Lincoln as late as 1932, when they voted overwhelmingly for Hoover, they
shifted in large numbers to the party of FDR during Roosevelt's first term.
This was a change of allegiance that many whites were also making in
those years.

The Great Depression and the New Deal brought about a significant
political realignment of the sort that occurs only rarely in America. The
Depression wrenched many lifelong Republican voters from their moorings.
In 1928, one couple christened their newborn son “Herbert Hoover Jones.”
Four years later they petitioned the court, “desiring 1o relieve the young
man from the chagrin and mortification which he is suffering and will
suffer,” and asked that his name be changed to Franklin D. Roosevelt
Jones. In 1932 FDR became the first Democrat to enter the White House
with as much as 50 percent of the popular vote in eighty years — since
Franklin K. Pierce in 1852. Roosevelt took advantage of this opportunity
1o mold “the FDR coalition,” an alliance centered in the low-income dis-
tricts of the great cities and, as recently as the 1980 clection, the contours
of the New Deal coalition could still be discerned. Indeed, over the past
half=century, the once overpowering Republicans have won control of
Congress only twice, for a total of four years. ...

Furthermore, the New Deal drastically altered the agenda of American
politics. When Arthur Krock of the New York Times listed the main pro-
grammatic questions before the 1932 Democratic convention, he wrote:
“What would be said about the repeal of prohibition that had split the
Republicans? What would be said about tariffs?” By 1936, these concerns
seemed altogether old fashioned, as campaigners discussed the Tennessee
Valley Authority and industrial relations, slum clearance and aid to the
jobless. That year. a Little Rock newspaper commented: “Such matier
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tax and tariff laws have given way to universally human things, the living
problems and opportunities of the average man and the average family.”

The Roosevelt years changed the conception of the role of government
not just in Washington but in the states, where a series of “Little New
Deals” — under governors like Herbert Lehman in New York — added a
thick sheaf of social legislation, and in the cities. In Boston, Charles Trout
has observed, city council members in 1929 “devoted endless hours to
street paving.” After the coming of the New Deal, they were absorbed
with NRA campaigns, public housing, and WPA allotments. “A year after
the crash the council thought 5,000 dollars an excessive appropriation for
the municipal employment bureau,” but during the 1930s “the unemployed
drained Boston’s treasury of not less than 100,000,000 dollars in direct
benefits, and the federal government spent even more.”

In a cluster of pathbreaking decisions in 1937, the Supreme Court
legitimized this vast exercise of authority by government at all levels. As
late as 1936, the Supreme Court still denied the power of the United
States government to regulate agriculture, even though crops were sold in
a world market, or coal mining, a vital component of a national economy,
and struck down a minimum wage law as beyond the authority of the
state of New York. Roosevelt responded with a plan to “pack” the Court
with as many as six additional Justices, and in short order the Court, in
what has been called “the Constitutional Revolution of 1937,” sounded
retreat. Before 1937 the Supreme Court stood as a formidable barrier o
social reform. Since 1937 not one piece of significant social legislation
has been invalidated, and the Court has shifted its docket instead to civil
rights and civil liberties.

What then did the New Deal do? It gave far greater amplitude to the
national state, expanded the authority of the presidency, recruited university-
trained administrators, won control of the money supply, established
central banking, imposed regulation on Wall Street. rescued the debt-ridden
farmer and homeowner. built model communities, financed the Federal
Housing Administration, made federal housing a permanent feature,
fostered unionization of the factories, reduced child labor, ended the
tyranny of company towns, wiped out many sweatshops, mandated mini-
mal working standards, enabled tenants 1o buy their own farms, built
camps for migrants, introduced the welfare state with old-age pensions,
unemployment insurance, and aid for dependent children, provided jobs
for millions of unemployed, created a special program for the jobless
young and for students, covered the American landscape with new edi-
fices, subsidized painters and novelists, composers and ballet dancers.
founded America’s first state theater, created documentary filins, gave
birth to the impressive Tennessee Valley Authority, generated electrical
power, sent the Civilian Conservation Corps boys into the forests, initiated
the Soil Conservation Service, transformed the economy of agriculture.
lighted up rural America, gave women greater recognition, made a start
toward breaking the pattern of racial discrimination and segregation, put
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together a liberal party coalition, changed the agenda of American poli-
tics, and brought about a Constitutional Revolution.

But even this summary does not account for the full range of its activi-
ties. The New Deal offered the American Indian new opportunities for
self-government and established the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, spon-
sored vaudeville troupes and circuses, taught counterpoint and solfeggio,
was responsible for the founding of the Buffalo Philharmonic, the
Oklahoma Symphony, and the Utah State Symphony, served hot lunches
to school children and set up hundreds of nursery schools, sent book-
mobiles into isolated communities, and where there were no roads, had
books carried in by packhorses. And only a truly merciful and farsighted
government could have taken such special pains to find jobs for unem-
ployed historians.

The New Deal accomplished all of this at a critical time, when many
were insisting that fascism was the wave of the future and denying that
democracy could be effective. For those throughout the world who heard
such jeremiads with foreboding, the American experience was enormously
inspiriting. A decade after the end of the age of Roosevelt, Sir Isaiah
Berlin wrote:

When I say that some men occupy one's imagination for many years, this
is literally true of Mr. Roosevelt and the young men of my own generation
in England, and probably in many parts of Europe, and indeed the entire
world. If one was young in the thirties, and lived in a democracy, then,
whatever one’s politics, if one had human feelings at all, the faintest spark
of social idealism, or any love of life whatever, on¢ must have felt very
much as young men in Continental Europe probably felt after the defeat
of Napoleon during the years of the Restoration: that all was dark and
quiet, a great reaction was abroad, and little stirred, and nothing resisted.

In these “dark and leaden thirties,” Professor Berlin continued, “the only
light in the darkness that was left was the administration of Mr. Roosevelt
and the New Deal in the United States. At a time of weakness and mount-
ing despair in the democratic world Mr. Roosevelt radiated confidence
and strength. . . . Even to-day, upon him alone, of all the statesmen of the
thirties, no cloud rested neither on him nor on the New Deal, which to
European cyes still looks a bright chapter in the history of mankind.”

For the past generation, America has lived off the legacy of the New
Deal. Successive administrations extended the provisions of statutes like
the Social Security Act, adopted New Deal attitudes toward intervention
in the economy to cope with recessions, and put New Deal ideas to mod-
ern purposes, as when the Civilian Conservation Corps served as the basis
for both the Peace Corps and the VISTA program of the War on Poverty,
Harry Truman performed under the shadow of FDR, Lyndon Johnson
consciously patterned his administration on Roosevelt’s, Jimmy Carter
launched his first presidential campaign at Warm Springs, and Ronald
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Reagan has manifested an almost obsessive need to summon FDR to his
side. Carl Degler has observed:

Conventionally the end of the New Deal is dated with the enactment of
the Wages and IHours Act of 1938. But in a fundamental sense the New
Deal did not end then at all. Americans still live in the era of the New
Deal, for its achievements are now the base mark below which no conser-
vative government may go and from which all new reformm now starts. . . .
The reform efforts of the Democratic Truman, Kennedy, and Johnson
administrations have been little more than fulfillments of the New Deal.

The British historian David K. Adams has pointed out that the philosophy
of the New Frontier has “conscious overtones of the New Deal” and
indeed that John Kennedy's “New Frontier” address of 1960 was “almost a
paraphrase” of an FDR speech of 1935. Theodore White has commented
that both John and Robert Kennedy shared sentences from a Roosevelt
address that reporters called the “Dante sequence.” When at a loss for
words, cach was wont to quote a favorite passage from Franklin Roosevelt:
“Governments can crr, Presidents do make mistakes, but the immortal
Dante tells us that Divine Justice weighs the sins of the cold-blooded and
the sins of the warm-hearted on a different scale. Better the occasional
faults of a government living in the spirit of charity, than the consistent
omissions of a government frozen in the ice of its own indifference.”

By restoring to the debate over the significance of the New Deal acknowl-
cdgment of its achicvements, we may hope to produce a more judicious
estimate of where it succeeded and where it failed. For it unquestionably
did fail in a number of respects. There were experiments of the 1930s
which miscarried, opportunities that were fumbled, groups who were ne-
glected, and power that was arrogantly used. Over the whole performance
lies the dark cloud of the persistence of hard times. The shortcomings
of the New Deal are formidable, and they must be recognized. But I am
not persuaded that the New Deal experience was negligible. Indeed, it is
hard to think of another period in the whole history of the republic that
was so fruitful or of a crisis that was met with as much imagination.



