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The New Deal

standard the Ne . i

R .,._QH_MHMM““ct_vurhu:”_w“:r.::nﬂ.; a mature politics because it was
i vqczﬁjw.___ cms rather than imposing preconceived so-
.a:.“w:w,_”H_ﬂuﬁw_mu_ﬂr_m”.w_“.__é _S.,_.f_n_.._chcw:n.i_.:.g those ncoconservative his-
e e ass .._:. ideological interpretations of American
. Ty In tavor ot an approach that emphasized the stability of Amer-

ican institutions and the pragmatism of American culture. The distir
guishing n:.‘:..,_n,n:.m:.n of American history, thercfore s._,. a :...cc._.n o
of the unrealistic intellectual and ideological Q::.aﬁ._,.:...mmm,w c“ m:_q“:
pean ::..:E: and the substitution in their place of n:_::,._c:.,_.n:.,.n _”
H‘.e%_:..._.,.._ like Eulau the New Deal must be understood as ?._.:. of .:Fw
dasic commonscnse approach of most Americans and their rejeetion
of the world of ideology. In this sense the New Deal was not compa-
rablctocarlicr liberal movements; the New Deal ,.ﬁ:w_.._”_.E::‘..::.._‘_.ﬁ_.
tempt _ENE_LEE igue problems inf a simple and sensible E.,_::_E
During the 1960s the stature of Franklin-D.-Roosevelt and the Zcf.,..
Deal agn began to change as younger scholars asked some searching
questions. If the New Deal had modified and humanized x.::rin. -
s0CiCty, :_._G.LE poverty and racism continue to exist? If the New Um_,m
r.:g truly -EEE..FEM@::__& capiralism and made it more res 3_.7
sive to the needs of people; why were so many different E:_.__il_u_g_mwﬁ
Pucrto Iicans, Mexican Americans, and Emaa_n.n_ummuwo:ﬂrm]m_. s
ated :_1__: their socicty? If the New Deal had led to a change ﬁo_._m“g..
better in terms of America’s role in world affairs, how had the nati :
@wnc::. involved first in the Korean War and :F.L in anE:Es.nwo::
flict? Civen the tensions and crises of the 1960s it was perhaps ine :
itable that the historical image of the New Deal s.:w__o. o:.%.. “M“_ﬁ

change.

Perhuaps the sharpest critique—though by no means the only one—
came rom the pens of historians identified with the New Left. Man
of these scholars were committed to radical changes’in the m:.cﬁ_.:‘m
.cm Amcrican socicty an they saw history as a discipline that would
illuminare the present by a searching examination of the past. We have
“sought cxplicitly,” wrote the editor of a book of essays Bcwnmcszn
in part New Left scholarship, “to make the past speak to the ?nmnaﬂm
to ask questions that have a deep-rooted moral and political relevance,

In moving occasionally beyond description and causal analysis to E%h.
E.m_:.:c.q:n_...‘ we have, by necessity, moved beyond objective hist i
the realm of values,”!'? ks

L=

"Hei. Eulau, “Neither Ideology Nor Utopia: The New Deal in Retros "
fioch Kevies 19 (Winter 1959 196015232537, SiDee B Rebiospect €A

“Barsen | Bernstein, od, Towards a New Pust: Dissenting Essays i ic i
tory (New York, 1968), p. xiii. : B g lidmencanits

THE NLw Dral N w7 L
Given their own values and commitment to social change 1t was
natural that radical historians would see the New Deal ir on unfav-
orable light, In an essay discussing the place of the New Deal in Amer-
ican history, for example, Barton J. Bernstein argued that the liberal
reforms of the 1930s had nottrans ormed the American system; rather
they conserved and protected corporate capitalism, Nor had the New
Deal significantly redistributed power in any way, or granted any
meaningful recognition to unorganized peoples. Even its bolder pro-
grams had not extended the beneficence of government beyond afflu-
ent groups or used the wealth of the few for the needs of the many.
The New Deal followed essentially conservative goals, for it was in-
tended to maintain the American system intact, “The New Deal”
Bernstein concluded, “failed to solve the problem of depression, it failed
to raise the impoverished, it failed to redistnbute income, it failed to
extend equality n.‘:.a.w.c:..‘.‘:_._J\...ﬁ...:..::c:u:ncd racial discrimination and

segregation, It failed generally to make business more responsible to

the social welfare or to threaten business's pre-eminent political power.

... In acting to protect the institution of private property and in ad-
vancing the interests of corporate capitalism, the New Deal assisted
the middle and upper sectors of society! It protected them, sometimes,
even at the cost of injuring the lower sectors, Seldom did it bestow
much of substance upon the lower classes.”'?

From the vantage point of the political left, therefore, the New
Deal was a failure. Committed to capitalism it could not offer the lower
classes anything but rhetoric and psychological comfort. So wrote even
Paul K. Conkin in a penetrating analysis of Roosevelt and the New
Deal. Judging the New Deal more from the perspective of a social dem-
ocrat rather than a partisan of the New Left, he expressed considerable
admiration for Roosevelt’s political astuteness and charismatic quali-
ties. Yet Conkin denicd that Roosevelt was even a pragmatist, for his

thought was too shallow and superficial and concerned largely with
immediate issues. ““For the historian,” noted Conkin in his critical but
compassionate summation, “every judgment, every evaluation of the
past has to be tinged with a pinch of compassion, a sense of the beauty
and nobility present when honest hopes and humane ideals are frus-
trated. He sees that the thirties could have brought so much more, but
also so much worse, than the New Deal. The limiting context has to
be understood—the safeguards and impediments of our political sys-
tem, Roosevelt’s intellectual limitations, and most of all the appalling
cconomic ignorance and philosophic immaturivy of the American clec-
torate. . . . The New Deal solved a few problems, ameliorated a few

"Barton |. Bernstein, “The New Deal: The Conservative Achicvements of Liberal
Reform,” in ibid., pp. 264 and -8)-282,
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should have taken. S S et s
In a major study of New Dcal cconomic policy, however, Ellis W
Hawley approached the problem quite differently. Americans, Ih_e-n_m'c_d-
shn.rcd a commitment to two valuc systems that were not wholly coml-
patible. ©On the one hand they cherished liberty and freedom, which
implied a competitive economic and social order. On the ot ;3r hand
rhc}' valued order, rationality, and collective organization, and asso-
ciated large business units and cconomic organizations generally with
“abundance, progress, and a rising standard of living. Yet the latter value
posed a potential threat to the tormer; monopoly negated, at least in
theory, freedom and competition. Much of twentieth-century Ameri-
can history, Hawlcy obscrved, revalved around the search for a solu-
tion “that would preserve the industrial order, necessarily based upon
a high degree of collective organization, and ycet would preserve Amer-
ica’s democratic heritage at the same time.” New Dcal economic pol-
icy mirrored this basic ambivalence; it vacillated between rational
planning and antimonopoly, ncither of which was completely com-
patible. Hawley’s conclusion offered little support to any of the com-
peting ideologics that underlay many of the historical interpretations
of Roosevelt and the New Deal. “If the experiences.of the nineteen
thirties have any relevance at all,” he wrote, “it s in illustrating the
limitations of logical analysis, the pitfalls inherent in broad theoretical
approaches, the difficulty of agreeing on policy goals, and the necessity
of making due allowances for the intellectual heritage, current trends

of opinion, and the realitics of pressure-group politics.”'?

In the second selection in this chaprter, Hawley analyzes the nature
of business-government relationships in the New Deal era. Rejecting
cither the glorification or denigration of the mixed economy created
during the 1930s Hawley emphasizes instcad the tensions between or-
ganizational capitalism and the Iibcral-dwwl_ﬂs
Eranklin Delano Roosevelt’s tendency to resist ideological systems.
Nor does he accept the claim that busimess groups dominated policy
making during the depression. What emerged from the New Deal, he

spaul K. Conkin, The New Deal (New York, 1967). .
CEllis W. Hawley, The New Deal and the Problem of Monopoly: A Study in Eco-
e alenee (Princeton. 1966], . 393.
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concludes, “was the creation not of an omnipotent corporate clite but Gt‘
o_f a complex interaction between conflicting interest groups, resurgent Q‘
l1bc'ral ideals, and the champions of competing reform models, all of
which, after all, contemplated the salvation and stabilizing of corpo- i
rate capitalism as well as the democratizing of it.”
In recent years historians have begun to occupy a middle ground
as the political passions of the 1930s faded. In his political analysis,
for cxample, Albert U. Romasco argued that Roosevelt wanted to co-
operate with the business community, thereby stimulating investment
and productivity. If Roosevelt was hostile to business he nevertheless
\/c:(.mf.rontcd the business community with a little stick and a big carrot.
Similarly Nancy Weiss has exploded the myth that Roosevelt was
overly concerned with the plight of black Americans during the Great
Depression. On racial issues the New Deal offered little; Roosevelt was
r_cluct;mt to support antilynching legislation for fear of alienating
Southern Democrats. Insofar as economic issues were concerned blacks
benefited only because they were not excluded from those broad New
Deal programs designed to assist the poor and the unemployed as a
whole. Consequently blacks embraced the Democratic party and aban-
doned the Republican party even though Roosevelt did not directly
woo black support.'®
Considering, then, the many ways historians have written about
the New Deal, is it possible to come to any sort of definitive conclu-
sions about its essential nature? Can Roosevelt and the New Deal be
positioned precisely in terms of their place within the American po-
litical tradition? In dealing with this question it should be emphasized
that many of the apparent differences among students writing about
the New Deal are partly semantical in nature. When describing the
operation of specific New Deal programs, for example, the differences
of opinion between historians tend to narrow sharply. Thus what the
WPA, NRA, and other federal agencies did is often not a subject of
dispute. The issue that invariably leads to conflict is the intent of the
participants involved. The controversy involves not the relief activi-
ties of the 1930s, to cite one instance, but whether or not the concept
of federal relief undermined the cherished American ideals of individ-
ualism and liberty.
The semantic difficulty may be seen in the various ways historians
have used the word pragmatic. When Roosevelt was described as a
tpragmatic leader,” what Tid this mean?! Actually the e was used
in at least three different ways. Edgar E. Robinson, for example, has
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i Albert U. Romasco, The Politics of Recovery: Roosevelt's New _D_caI‘ (New York
1983}, and Nancy J. Weiss, Earewell to the Party of Lincoln: Black Politics m.thc Age o
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descnbe'd Roosevelt’s personal leadership as “pragmatic—an individ-
u}?l playing by car.”! What Ro_binso_n meant by his characterization was
that Booscvclt, in order to gain an immediate political advantage, never
considered the long-range effects of his policies. “Roosevelt’s failure,”
Robinson concluded, “lay in his unsuccessful attempt to justify the
means or establish the ends he had in view.”” Underlying Robinson’s
thesis was the criticism that the New Deal resulted in an almost fatal
concentration of power in the hands of the executive—a “power that
could destroy the world or build it in the image of an entirely new
scientific perspective.””!”

A second use of the term “pragmatic,” as we have already scen in
Tugwell’s case, involved the criticism that Roosevelt never even
understood the need for long-range economic planning. Roosevelt lim-
ited himself to immediate problems and tended to neglect more fun-
damental issues. Consequently he never took advantage of the unpar-
alleled opportunity for reform that arose out of the greatest single
economic crisis that the American people had ever faced. While New
Deal measures were important in giving status and material benefits
to groups in American society that had been hitherto neglected, rela-
tively speaking, these reforms fell short of their real potential. This

view of Roosevelt, which has been echoed by many writers, is based
on the underlying assumption that New Deal pragmatism and rational
governmental planning were incompatible.

The term “pragmatic” has been used in a third way to describe a
mental attitude and frame of mind that rejected the dogmatic thinking
of the 1930s and remained open and receptive to new ideas. William
E. Leuchtenburg, a Columbia University historian, has argued that the
pragmatism of the New Deal seemed striking only because the period
as a whole was characterized by rigid ideological thinking. The New
Deal was pragmatic, Leuchtenburg maintained, “only in contrast to

the rigidity of Hoover and of the Left.”” Moreover the movement was
pragmatic in the sense that reformers themselves remained skeptical
about final utopias and ultimate solutions and were always open to
experimentation. To Léuchtenburg the New Deal was more than a
movement to experiment or to improvise; it was a movement led by

The New Deal

men who were committed to the proposition that it was possible to

make human life more tolerable, that depressions were by no means
inévitable events, and that human affairs were not necessarily guided

17Edgar Eugene Robinson, The Roosevelt Leadership 1933-1945 (Philadelphia, 1955),
pp. 383, 397, and 408.

William E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal 1932-1940
[New York, 1963), pp. 344-345.
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Because of the preoccupation with the New Dea! as a national phe-
nomenon historians have generally not dealt with its actual impact on
the lives of individuals. In a recent study of Boston ducing the 1930s,
Charles H. Trout observed that the “New Deal’s manifestations were
treated piecemeal and were perceived by individuals and groups ac-
cording o their particular needs.” Indced, many federal programs 1n-
volving social and economic change were resisted by Bostonians pre-
cisely because of the weight of tradition and history; the concept “of
a national or even a municipal communality of interest was seldom
grasped.”!'” From a local perspective, therefore, the accomplishments
of the New Deal were limited and more remorte.

The problem of understanding and assessing the achievements of
the New Deal and its place in American history, therefore, is one whose
answer will largely be determined by a swump:ions
about the nature of the American past and the nation’s ideals in botn

the prescnt and future. To those historians whose view is that America
is founded apon an.atomistic philosophy—that the nauion’s greatness
arose from the achievements of talented and ambitious individuals and
was not always related to the activitics of government—the New Dual
will always appear as a movement aticn and-hostile to traditional val-
ues. In this context the New Deal represents a new departure in Amer-
ican history that will end perhaps in a collectivistic and authoritarian
government. On the other hand, to those scholars who adhere to a cor-

porate philosophy—that society is more than a mere aggregate of pri-
vate individuals and that a modem complex industrial cconomy
requires a certain amount of public regulation as well as government-
sponsorcd reform—the New Deal becomes a political movement
inspired by proper ideals. Instead of being an aberration tagierms of the
American political tradition the New Deal was a movement consonant
with previous struggles for justice and cquality. Finally, to those his-
torians who maintain that only a radical restructuring of American
society could eliminate poverty, racism, war, and-incquality, the New
Deal appears as a palliative or sham designed to gloss over fundamental
defects.

The problem of judging the nature and accomplishments ot the

New Deal is, then, a difficult one, for it involves the entire fabric of

the American past. Indeed, to avoid any broad judgments is in effect

to render a judgment, albeit on an unconscious level. In the final anal-
ysis, therefore, historians will continue to grapple with the jlaze of
the New Deal in American life. Was the New Deal a continuation of

America’s liberal tradition ot was it a repudiation of that tradition?
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wCharles 1. Trout, Boston, The Great Depression, and the New Deal (New York,
1977), pp. 321-322.
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