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What the New Deal Accomplished

The administration of Franklin Delano Roosevelt is remembered for its distinctive style of governing, which seemed remarkably modern at the time. FDR's "fireside chats" inaugurated the use of electronic media as a potent political tool. Young "Brain Trust" intellectuals competed for the President's attention with innovative ideas for jumpstarting the economy. A plethora of impromptu agencies with distinctive acronyms were created to administer emergency relief to the unemployed "one third of a nation." 

Often, however, the picturesque quality of the New Deal obscures how profoundly it changed both the role of government and the country itself. Textbooks and television documentaries focus on breadlines, apple-sellers, the Dust Bowl, and FDR's disastrous attempt to "pack" the Supreme Court in 1937. Popular discontent is illustrated by the populist demagogy and mass appeal of figures like the "radio priest" Father Coughlin, who railed against bankers, Bolsheviks and Jews, or Huey Long with his Share the Wealth clubs. Typically, Roosevelt himself is presented as the axis of change, reducing the New Deal to his winning, patrician personality. The famous "New Deal Coalition" that made the Democrats a majority party is always invoked, but for many who did not live through that time , it seems merely an anomalous collection of ethnic and interest groups--Catholics and Jews, African Americans and farmers, Southerners and immigrants.

The longterm achievements of the New Deal need to be separated from Roosevelt as an individual, and from the colorful imagery of the Depression. They fall into two categories: legislation and government action that sharply increased the power of working class Americans and the labor movement; measures that directly intervened in the economic life of the country to promote the general welfare. In both cases, permanent effects were felt, and serious precedents were established that point the way towards a more activist government, even in the present.

Measured by its effects upon American political life, the single most decisive piece of New Deal legislation was the Wagner Act of 1935. This comprehensive bill gave labor unions the legal right to organize free from government and corporate repression for the first time in U.S. history. In the antebellum era, judges invoked conspiracy statutes against early labor organizers, deeming unions an illegal restraint of trade. In the later 19th century, unions began to appear, but from theGreat Railroad Strike of 1877, when thousands of workers fought pitched battles with state militias in cities like Pittsburgh, through the early 1920s, the history of American labor relations was one of unbroken violent class warfare. Lacking legal sanction, with strikes routinely broken by judicial injunctions and massive vigilante violence, unions sometimes resorted to illegal methods, such as bombing.

More often the labor movement simply accepted defeat, and a marginal role in the nation's political economy. The American Federation of Labor, founded by Samuel Gompers in 1883, focused on skilled craftworkers in construction and the railroad brotherhoods. The major exception was the United Mine Workers (UMW), which organized all workers on an inclusive "industrial" rather than a limited "craft" basis, and was one of the few major AFL unions that welcomed black members. Every major attempt to organize the mass of unskilled industrial workers, from the Knights of Labor in the late 1880s to the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) in the 1910s, ended in failure. The IWW had scored impressive gains amongst the poorest, from New England textile factories to migrant timber, oil and agricultural workers in the West. But when the U.S. entered World War I in 1917, an "Espionage Act" was quickly passed, and the entire IWW leadership was jailed. A massive attempt to organize the steel industry in 1919, when 350,000 struck with AFL backing, ended in complete defeat. By the early 1920s, the membership of organized labor was down to 3.5 million by 1926, a small fraction of the work force, and during the following decade it stagnated further. In many of the leading industries, companies organized "employee representation plans" (company unions) as a substitute for unionization. The existence of a bogus "company union" controlled by employers that claimed the legal right to represent a particular workforce was a particularly effective means of blocking independent organizing efforts.

The Wagner Act, named for its chief sponsor, Senator Robert F. Wagner of New York, was a response to both this long history of conflict, and the specific crisis of the Depression. Its major provisions were intended to change the unequal pattern of labor relations that had tilted the playing field in favor of employers. The legislation outlawed company unions and forbade management from discharging workers engaged in union organizing. Going a step further, it created a government agency to guarantee the right of workers to form a union if they wished. The National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) was empowered to oversee elections in any workplace where a majority of workers had indicated they desired one, and to sanction companies for violating union rights.

Legislation has little effect without aggressive implementation, especially in the face of powerful opponents like the major industrial corporations. But the new NLRB, staffed with young radical lawyers, moved rapidly from 1936 on to meet the demands of workers. In many cases, they had to overcome employers who simply refused to meet with their employees, let alone bargain over the specifics of a contract. The potential for government intervention resulting in negative publicity, however, led some of the largest corporations in America, such as U.S. Steel, to pre-empt a strike or a NLRB-supervised election by meeting directly with the Steel Workers Organizing Committee, an amazing turnaround from 1919 and earlier bloody strikes. Over time, a stable system of collective bargaining was established, and many millions of workers were brought into unions. From 1932 to 1942, the labor movement had grown from 2.8 million to 10.5 million members, an astonishing increase of almost 400%. Those gains relied on the government protections established by the Wagner Act, and put into action by the NLRB.

Perhaps the best evidence for putting the Wagner Act at the very center of New Deal initiatives is that following World War II, when the Republicans took control of Congress, their top priority was to chip away at the rights of labor. Certainly the single most damaging attack on the New Deal's legacy, with far-reaching consequences, was the notorious Taft-Hartley bill of 1947, which limited union's ability to strike, banned secondary boycotts, permitted government intervention to stop strikes if "in the national interest," and put legal barriers on labor militance by requiring any union requesting NLRB protection to provide affidavits certifying its officers were neither members or even supporters of the Communist Party.

The Wagner Act was not, however, the only piece of New Deal labor legislation with deep and permanent effects. Just as few people today can imagine an environment where working people could be beaten, shot and jailed simply for trying to organize, even fewer can imagine a labor market with no legal limits on hours worked, and no minimum wage. Indeed, since the 19th century, a central demand of organized labor had been for the eight-hour day. Outside of government work, however, this was still not yet a standard even in the Thirties. It was not until the Fair Labor Standards Act in 1938 that the 40-hour week was established as a national standard, with mandatory extra pay for overtime work, and a guaranteed minimum wage. In hindsight, this seems like a minimal protection against blatant exploitation. At the time, however, it constituted a gross violation of employer's rights to bargain directly with their employees. Just as later conservatives saw environmental and safety regulations as crippling their ability to earn a profit, the enactment of Fair Labor Standards legislation as binding federal law marked a key precedent in asserting that private property was no longer superior to government's right to represent and enforce the overall good of society.

In its second major area of accomplishments, the Roosevelt Administration took steps at the height of the New Deal that created a modern welfare state virtually out of whole cloth through the omnibus Social Security Act. In addition, though only temporarily, FDR and the Democratic Party moved decisively to overcome the fundamental crisis of unemployment but providing jobs and income to millions of the poorest Americans.

Until the 1930s, the United States had no central governmental policy to provide for the most truly needy: the aged, the disabled, and the out-of-work. Other than African Americans, old people were the largest class of poor people in society. Relatively few had private pensions, and some of those were cut off by the Depression. Most senior citizens were dependent on private family resources, as were those disabled by illness or workplace injuries. Unemployed workers received no assistance at all, other than the feeble attempts at local charity symbolized by the breadlines in Depression-era photographs. In fact, the best indicator of the condition of the millions of men and women thrown out of work from 1929 on is the huge numbers who took to the road, living in so-called "jungles" and "Hoovervilles" in shacks made out of cardboard.

Republican President Herbert Hoover symbolized the culturally-ingrained resistance to "hand-outs," meaning any form of nationwide relief, even for the aged. Hoover, like most middle-class people and virtually all businessmen, believed that the only solutions for poverty and unemployment were voluntary charity dispensed judiciously to those most in need, combined with self-help efforts by the able-bodied. In language familiar from our own time, he warned of the dangers of dependency that would destroy the sacrosanct work-ethic that had made American powerful, rich and free.

This distinctly American legacy of reliance on the free market and individual enterprise to solve all social ills, and distrust for any "unearned" assistance, stands in sharp contrast to the political evolution of the other major industrial states--including those considerably less democratic than the U.S. In the latter part of the 19th century, for instance, conservatives in both England and Germany had instituted substantial welfare measures, including unemployment insurance, in large part because of the growing strength of socialist and labor movements in those countries. The U.S., and especially the dominant Republican Party from 1896 to 1932, remained stubbornly impervious to this example of enlightened conservatism. From the Depression's onset straight through to FDR's inauguration in March of 1933, Hoover held firm against nationally-funded relief measures. His major initiative to combat the desperate poverty overcoming large sections of the working and lower middle classes was to sponsor a "President's Committee on_.," which published rousing broadsides urging the gainfully employed and businessmen to dig deeper into their pockets to help the needy.

Even before Hoover left office, however, virtually all of the nation's private, voluntary charitable resources had been exhausted. In many areas, largescale starvation and familial collapse became a real threat. At first, Roosevelt tried relatively modest measures, but by 1935 it was clear that much larger and more comprehensive legislation was required. Operating from an acute sense of crisis, the Social Security Act was passed. Its provisions seem modest in retrospect. Rather than a guaranteed old-age pension, as in many other countries, workers and employers were both required to pay into a common fund, which after age 65 would ensure small payments to the retired. Similar provisions were made for the disabled. The bill also created the first insurance for those who lost their jobs in U.S. history--again, this seems like the easiest way to alleviate distress caused by economic downturns and plant closings, but to many in the business community, and even conservative Democrats like 1928 presidential candidate Alfred E. Smith, it smacked of "socialism."

What the American people needed immediately were jobs, however, and in this area the New Deal took more and more far-reaching steps to ensure survival and self-respect for the tens of millions who in many cases had been out of work for several years. The New Deal's original relief programs were relatively modest: the Public Works Administration and the Civilian Conservation Corps set up in Roosevelt's first year employed several million between them over the following years. Much more effective, however, was the legendary WPA (Works Progress Administration), which became for a time the largest employer in America. Eight million people had WPA jobs between 1935 and 1943, when it was dissolved, and despite the jibes of the cynical, they made a tremendous contribution to the nation's infrastructure, building and renovating thousands of schools, bridges, roads, parks and other public facilities. In later years, the WPA and related programs like the Civilian Conservation Corps have been treated as artifacts, quaint reminders of a time when millions worked for the public good. Instead they should be seen as examples and precedents relevant to the future of American politics. Simply enough, the WPA demonstrates that under sufficiently compelling circumstances, the U.S. government is capable of providing socially useful employment for all able-bodied (and willing) citizens. In that sense, it is a telling rejoinder to the advocates of "workfare," who advocate a kind of indenture in exchange for a minimal stipend, and would use welfare clients to replace regular employees. Similarly, the CCC shows that it is possible to take a systematic approach to youth poverty without resorting to military service; President Clinton's Americorps was a modest move in this direction, but typically lacked sufficient scale and funding to make an impact equivalent to that of the CCC.

Of course, the achievements and major benchmarks of the New Deal go far beyond the Wagner, Fair Labor Standards and Social Security Acts, and the WPA. Many of its major efforts were less successful, such as the NRA (National Recovery Administration) of 1933-35, symbolized by the famous "Blue Eagle," which attempted through business-dominated councils to control prices, production and wages, and thereby refloat the economy. Its agricultural policies, embodied in the Agricultural Adjustment Administration (the Triple A) certainly stabilized the more prosperous farmers through setting up the price support and "parity" systems we know today, but this was at the cost of throwing vast numbers of tenant farmers and sharecroppers, black and white, off the land they had worked for years. The Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) was as close as the New Dealers came to large-scale socialist-style planning and direct intervention in the economy, but TVA's record was mixed. On the one hand, it brought economic development and prosperity to a large swath of the mountainous mid-South, with a very democratic ethos. On the other, it was openly and rigidly segregated, and its environmental costs were considerable. From the standpoint of two generations later, what we retain as the New Deal's legacy at the end of the century are Social Security, unemployment insurance and an apparatus of collective bargaining and guaranteed labor rights, however eviscerated by conservative Administrations in Washington since the Seventies. In addition, while the WPA and CCC as actual programs are long-gone, they remain in memory as examples of what the United States government can do to solve structural problems of poverty and unemployment, given sufficient political will.

Less tangible, but equally as important as government policies, is the cultural legacy of the New Deal programs. In the 1990s, liberals and conservatives feud over granting a few hundred million dollars to the National Endowments for the Humanities and the Arts, money which in turn is disbursed mainly to established institutions, artists or scholars. The idea of the government directly employing thousands of the poorest and least-known writers, painters, sculptors, poets, dramatists and actors simply to make their own "art" would be seen as absurd, wild-eyed radicalism. Yet that is exactly what the WPA did in the latter part of the Thirties. Under the aegis of its Arts Project, young painters like Jackson Pollock drew a regular paycheck simply for producing a guaranteed number of canvasses in a government-funded workshop. Thousands of writers (10,000 in all) across the country helped produce the WPA Guidebooks that are now considered invaluable local histories, and others taped the life stories of the forgotten, aging black people who could still remember slavery. The Federal Theater Project was perhaps the most remarkable, in terms of building new institutions that made art available to ordinary working people on a mass scale. FTP productions put on by more than thirty different companies reached millions with "living newspapers" and much of the Thirties' best drama, such as Orson Welles' version of Macbeth set in Haiti, took place under WPA auspices.

Some of the progress achieved under the New Deal is hard to quantify. One good example is the role of African Americans within New Deal and Depression politics. No one could legitimately claim that the Roosevelt Administration took any serious steps to alleviate the specific miseries of this poorest and most despised group of Americans. At no point did FDR challenge the sacrosanct institutions of Jim Crow in the South, and in most instances when his support was needed, as in the effort to get an anti-lynching bill onto the Senate floor for a vote in 1934, he was conspicuously silent.

Yet, if placed in its historical context, the New Deal marked a significant improvement in the political fortunes of Black America. Until then, "the Negro" had been seen as an insignificant ward of the Republican Party, a small constituency easily bought off with minor patronage and election-year references to Abraham Lincoln. After all, the overwhelming majority of black people still lived in the rural South, where they were almost completely disenfranchised. The black vote in Northern cities like Pittsburgh, Chicago and New York had little impact. From the point of view of most politicians, white or black, it had nowhere else to go but the Republican Party, since the white "Solid South" held veto power among the Democrats. And most Southern Democrats were openly racist and white-supremacist, including many key figures in FDR's administration like former South Carolina governor James F. Byrnes.

However silent they were on black rights, the Democrats under FDR made one decisive change by deciding to compete openly for African American votes. Working with a coterie of disaffected former black Republicans, in 1932 and then much more aggressively in 1936 they made the argument that FDR was good for all those suffering from the Depression, whatever their color. Just as important, for the first time in American history, a visible cohort of black policymakers began to emerge within the Federal government. This was the so-called "Black Cabinet," an informal group of mid-level officials in cabinet departments, led by Mary McLeod Bethune, a highly respected educator who was made head of the Negro Division of the National Youth Administration, a division of the WPA

Mrs. Bethune, and a few white liberals like Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, made major efforts to fight discrimination within New Deal programs, with some success. Just as important as her title and authority, however, was Mrs. Bethune's relationship with Eleanor Roosevelt. Mrs. Roosevelt's remarkable role as a public advocate for African American equality is a final legacy of the New Deal. Rather than legislation, she dealt in political symbolism. When the First Lady was photographed taking tea with black people, vast social barriers were assaulted; this was, after all, a time when the Congressional Dining Room was still segregated. The crowning blow in this politics of symbolism was Mrs. Roosevelt's resignation from the Daughters of the American Revolution in 1939 when that eminent group refused to allow the great black contralto Marian Anderson to perform at the DAR-owned Constitution Hall. The Administration quickly gave approval for Anderson to perform on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, and Ickes introduced her to a national radio audience, saying "Genius draws no color line."

As Nancy Weiss has shown in Farewell to the Party of Lincoln, perhaps the greatest effect of the New Deal upon black Americans, and vice versa, was in the visible and measurable increase in the politicization of the African American community. In the act of identifying personally with Franklin Delano Roosevelt and overcoming a bonedeep tradition of unrewarded Republicanism, huge numbers of black people began to think of themselves as potential political actors. For the first time in more than a generation, they could see the possibility of a career in government or politics connected to the major issues of the day, as in the much-publicized doings of the Black Cabinet members. In practical terms this politicization process, bringing a generation of ex-Republican "Young Turks" into Democratic Party politics such as future Congressmen William Dawson and Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., was focused on Northern and Midwestern cities, but it did make inroads into the deepest South. The furor of Marian Anderson notwithstanding, far more significant in the long run was Mrs. Roosevelt's participation in the founding conference of the inter-racial Southern Conference for Human Welfare in 1938. The First Lady openly defied local Jim Crow laws requiring that she not sit "with" black people, and was warned by local police of possible arrest. This act of defiance and disrespect, however muted by her refusal to directly attack segregation in public speeches, struck at the heart of white Southern mores. Indeed, a powerful if evidently apocryphal tale circulated among Southern white women in the Thirties and Forties that their black maids and cooks were forming "Eleanor Clubs," with the secret encouragement of the White House.

Explanations of the New Deal

The New Deal is a classic example of competing historiographies. During the 1930s and the war years, a deep sense of participating in an unprecedented if unstable alliance of liberal and radical forces permeated how participants wrote, talked and thought about the New Deal and the Roosevelt Administration. Political lines were drawn more sharply in American politics than at any time since the Civil War. The rancor and virulent partisanship of the time is easily forgotten, but it was intensely real. In 1936, FDR could say about his overwhelming repudiation by America's corporate and business leaders, "I welcome their hate," and no one accused him of exaggeration. The reasons for this are simple. The New Deal, as already indicated, violated many (though not all) of the established premises of American political life. It legalized, and indeed frankly favored, aggressive union activity. It unequivocally asserted that the national government, not the local community or the family, was the final and best provider of relief for old people and those who out of work; more than a third of the populace received some form of government relief during the Depression. It directly employed a large percentage of the work force, thereby increasing pressure greatly on private enterprise. It effectively ended the free market in agricultural goods. To many at the time, these seemed like quasi-revolutionary measures, though we take them for granted as necessary for minimal social stability.

In the Fifties, at the Cold War's height when the Democratic Party was under fire for its alleged leftwing tendencies, most scholarship focused on Roosevelt as the key individual who brought about lasting change (making this "the Age of Roosevelt," in Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.'s telling). FDR remained a commanding, enormously popular political figure even in death, and Democratic activists like Schlesinger sought to safeguard their party's legitimacy by linking it as closely as possible to Roosevelt. These books also stressed how the New Deal was mainly the fruit of unplanned, pragmatic improvisation, almost a series of accidents and reactions to events. Certainly this is an accurate representation of how day-to-day politics operated in the chaos of the Depression, as the Democratic Party re-made itself, from a fractured minority dominated by big city machines and Southern reactionaries, to a reform-oriented majority coalition. But Schlesinger and others of the "consensus school" wrote as if all that finally mattered about politics were the decisions of the powerful. Social movements from unions to the unemployed to farmers to radical organizations appear in their narrative as external factors, rather than as agents of history. In sum, the Cold War liberal historians of the Fifties and after de-radicalized the New Deal, both to protect its legacy from Republican attacks, and to assert their own role as its rightful inheritors.

Interestingly, the New Left historians of the Sixties who defined themselves in opposition to the "consensus school" largely agreed with the latter's assertions about the New Deal's unplanned, limited character. Rather than trying to demonstrate the moderate character of the New Deal so as to legitimize it, however, they gave this assessment a pronounced critical twist. To New Left scholars, it was vital to debunk liberal apologias for FDR so as to clear the decks for a genuine radicalism. Paul Conkin's The New Deal (1965), and Barton Bernstein's oft-cited 1967 article, "The New Deal: the Conservative Achievements of Liberal Reform," effectively argued that the main thrust of the New Deal was shoring up capitalism, and its best-known programs were piecemeal concessions intended to stave off more profound challenges to the status-quo. Thus the Wagner Act and the NLRB, while providing legal protections for union organizing, also made unions dependent on the federal government. From the standpoint of the later Sixties, when the Democratic Party was in tatters, and the labor movement appeared to many activists as a backward force, this critique made sense, and indeed it continues to be widely asserted among scholars. One of the newer and most widely praised textbooks in American history (The American People) introduces the New Deal by asserting that it was "not a radical movement," and served mainly "to preserve corporate capitalism." Though it is conceded that it "did establish a minimum welfare state," it comes as no surprise that this textbook devotes very little time to the vast social movements of the New Deal era.

Reading the Thirties through the lens of the Sixties' profound disgust with liberalism, however, obscures the reality of the New Deal's legislative programs, social policies and cultural milieus through an insistently "presentist" perspective. In fact, almost any period of great reforms and great dreams will look shortsighted, limited, and a little foolish if looked at from the perspective of what we know now. It is crucial, therefore, to respect "the pastness of the past," to quote the historian Warren Susman, avoiding the arrogance of hindsight, and nowhere is this more true than with the tangled legacy of the New Deal.

Since the 1980s, a balanced view has emerged that recognizes the incompleteness of the New Deal and its deep silence about race, but stresses how open it remained to more radical visions, and the genuinely social-democratic politics shared by its major constituencies. Books examining the radical movements of the time have demonstrated their considerable support among working people. Many of these books have focused, not surprisingly, on the CIO's upsurge. Books like Roger Horowitz's "Negro and White Unite and Fight!": A Social History of Industrial Unionism in Meatpacking (1997), Ronald Schatz's The Electrical Workers: A History of Labor at General Electric and Westinghouse, 1923-1960 (1983), Steve Fraser's Labor Will Rule: Sidney Hillman and the Rise of American Labor (1991) and Roger Keeran's The Communist Party and the Auto Workers Unions (1980) have looked at key industries, major unions and their leaders, demonstrating conclusively that a mass workingclass movement prepared to confront corporate power existed, and by disciplined strength and innovative tactics wrested concessions that business leaders had spent a generations opposing. There has also been a renaissance in our understanding of black politics from this period, a subject virtually untouched by academic historians until the late Sixties. Mark Naison's Communists in Harlem During the Depression ( 1983) and Robin D.G. Kelley's Hammer and Hoe: the Communist Party in Alabama During the Great Depression (1990) are widely cited for their wealth of evidence that radicals were particularly well-received in the African American community, achieving a level of acceptance among even middle-class blacks that was unique. Harvard Sitkoff's A New Deal for Blacks: the Emergence of Civil Rights as a National Issue (1978) and Weiss's Farewell to the Party of Lincoln: Black Politics in the Age of FDR (1983) document the initial growth of black political power within the Democratic mainstream, from virtual invisibility to new prominence.

Three books in particular sum up the richness of the latest scholarship on the Depression, the New Deal, and their implications for American politics through the rest of the century. One is a collection of essays by leading scholars of labor, politics and political economy; another, a study of the multiethnic workingclass of Chicago, America's central industrial metropolis, from the end of the First World War to the eve of the Second; the third, a dense examination of the radical cultural milieu of the Thirties combined with a pioneering analysis of the New Deal's leftwing, the "Popular Front," so-called.

Perhaps the most sophisticated take on the New Deal's relationship to popular insurgency can be found in the series of authoritative essays that together make up the narrative of The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order (1989) edited by Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle. The individual authors in this very influential book do not always agree. Fraser's own essay ("The `Labor Question'") stresses how several decades of effort by enlightened trade unionists and liberal and radical intellectuals seeking "industrial democracy" came to fruition in the mid-1930s with the Wagner Act and the subsequent explosion of union organizing in America's major industries. He also stresses the resistance to this progressive multicultural vision among craft unionists and native-stock workers, and the longterm effects of the labor movement's incorporation into the Democratic Party from 1936 on. No one could read his essay, however, and imagine that the New Deal was mainly the work of FDR and a few brilliant "Brain Trusters."

In contrast, Thomas Ferguson in "Industrial Conflict and the Coming of the New Deal: The Triumph of Multinational Liberalism in America" advances a complex and brilliant argument for how the New Deal was essentially a contest between different elite groups of capitalists, forward-looking financiers focused on exports, who backed FDR, versus the traditional industrial interests personified by the House of Morgan and the U.S. Steel corporation that were allied with the Republicans. Ferguson's thesis emphasizes the secondary role that labor and popular movements played, without denying their relevance. Even this somewhat jaundiced view makes it clear that, however subordinated, there were basic structural reasons why FDR and his backers needed an alliance with the working-class movement. The "multinational liberals" were genuine liberals in the sense that they wanted a participatory politics and the widest possible base of support for their new, internationalist and anti-protectionist vision of capitalism (not at all unlike that of the Clinton-Gore wing of the Democratic Party today).

Two other essays in The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order are also crucial to our understanding of the 1930s as a period of massive reform based in popular and working-class support. In "The New Deal and the Idea of the State," Alan Brinkley shows how through the end of the 1930s, key Administration policymakers like Thurman Arnold took seriously the possibility of permanent government intervention in the economy to ensure social justice, control unemployment and limit the power of Big Business. Up until 1940-41, when the U.S. began to prepare for a global war, no other way seemed likely to avoid more Great Depressions and the possibility of violent chaos or even fascism. Brinkley demonstrates convincingly that it was the unprecedented economic stimulus of World War II which effectively de-radicalized the New Deal, so that its legacy became tax-and-spend liberal tinkering (later demonized by conservatives as "throwing money at problems") rather than longterm social-democratic planning, as in Europe. Finally, Nelson Lichtenstein completes the picture of how the New Deal was tamed in "From Corporatism to Collective Bargaining: Organized Labor and the Eclipse of Social Democracy in the Postwar Era." The eminent labor historian shows that the utter failure of the much-ballyhooed "Operation Dixie" in 1946-48, a campaign intended to bring unions into the Deep South, in tandem with the onset of the Cold War, McCarthyism and Taft-Hartley, effectively gutted the labor movement's ability to be a driving force for change.

Lizabeth Cohen's Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939 (1990) provides an excellent counterpoint to the essays in Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order. In one sense, it is truly social and community history, "from the bottom up" instead the top-down, but Cohen connects the particular to the highest levels of national politics by showing why so many different groups of Americans came together behind Franklin Roosevelt, the CIO and the New Deal. With its vivid detailing of the daily lives of distinct groups of working people (Poles, Italians, recent black immigrants from the South) in their own neighborhoods, Cohen is able to show how the vast social changes brought about by the Twenties' prosperity broke down the sharp distinctions among the workingclass. In the Thirties, partially "Americanized" workers, having already redefined ethnic and racial identity on their own terms, were more than ready for the CIO organizers in the steel and packing plants (many of them Communists with an explicit message of unity) who brought them together in industrial unions. These CIO unions, in tandem with Chicago's newly-built Democratic "machine," reached out to blacks who had traditionally voted Republican and others who had not voted at all, and brought them into the New Deal coalition.

Most recently, Michael Denning's The Cultural Front: the Laboring of American Culture in the Twentieth Century (1996) has painted a rich tapestry of the apparatus of theaters, radio programs, cafes and cabarets, literary magazines and even Disney Studio cartoonists that participated avidly in the cultural politics and artistic production linked to the New Deal. Focusing on key figures like Orson Welles, Denning shows that during the Thirties American culture reinvented itself from top to bottom, for the first time focusing not on Protestant farmers and New England intellectuals, but on the new working class of the twentieth century, virtually all immigrants from somewhere else--Southern or Eastern Europe, the American South, Latin America or Asia. This far-reaching "front" of liberal and radical artists was part of a broader social movement that called itself the Popular Front, in emulation of the left-liberal coalitions that took power in some European and Latin American countries. Among his book's many strengths, Denning reminds us that the New Deal was linked to major international developments.

The Working Class Movement and the New Deal

All of these books bring us closer to understanding the role of various social movements in bringing the New Deal into existence, and pushing it towards much more far-reaching reforms than FDR or any of his "brain trust" originally envisioned. The liberal defenders of the New Deal and its New Left critics were both correct in stressing the lack of forethought behind many of the New Deal's most famous initiatives. If one puts the working class movements of the 1930s at the center of the narrative, however, it becomes clear that in many cases the Roosevelt Administration was in fact responding to popular pressure, attempting to mediate and control a genuine upsurge. Increasingly, as time went on, it sought to ride the force of the mass movement spawned by the Depression to build a new Democratic Party coalition, with considerable success. This analysis allows us to grant equal space and importance to the insurgence of militant activists, and to the practical exigencies of the President and his collaborators in Congress seeking to hold the Democratic Party together. Only if we put these two stories together, so we can see how the New Deal is finally the product of a continual interaction, involving both confrontation and collaboration, between the working-class movements and the Administration, will we arrive at a balanced view of the 1930s.

Three movements stand out as directly influencing the key New Deal programs. First was the radical movement of the unemployed which surfaced in early 1930. Through "hunger marches," constant lobbying and local protest, it forced the issue of relief for the unemployed onto the national policy agenda. Second was the movement to provide pensions for the aged, led by a California doctor named Townsend, which made the idea of universally-available government pensions so popular that Democrats adopted it. Finally, and most important, was the movement for industrial unionism embodied in a new labor federation, the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO).

The unemployed movement first became visible on a national scale in March 1930, when newly-formed Unemployed Councils, initiated by Communist Party activists, appeared in many cities. They drew on the sheer panic experienced by the thousands of able-bodied men thrown out of work by the stock-market panic of the fall of 1929. Under the slogan "Work or Wages," nationwide demonstrations were called for March 6, the first major popular protest against the Depression. Shocking police, politicians, and middle-class observers, it was reliably reported that a million participated in major cities across the nation, often leading to violent encounters with police. Over the rest of 1930, the Unemployed Councils discovered a whole new style of organizing, based not on the workplace or mass protest, but on neighborhood activism, such as intervening in the eviction of a working-class family for nonpayment of rent, and moving the furniture back into the home. In Chicago's black Southside ghetto, this became so common that whenever city marshals appeared to carry out an eviction, the cry would go out, "Get the Reds!"

As time went on, the Unemployed Councils and similar groups across the country learned not only how to protest, but the more subtler techniques of lobbying to get destitute families what they needed via mass delegations to relief offices. When a family could get no assistance, or not enough, community pressure made a real difference. The slogans changed to encompass women and children, as well as male breadwinners--"Don't Starve, Fight!" becoming the permanent demand. The most spectacular activities of the Unemployed Councils were the Hunger Marches. Starting in 1930, and escalating thereafter, these huge demands for immedate relief provoked heavy repression. On March 7, 1932, at the Ford Hunger March in Flint, a crowd of thousands was fired upon by police with machine guns. Four organizers from the Young Communist League were killed, and thousands of unemployed Ford workers and their families attended their funeral. Eventually, this helped build the core of what became the United Auto Workers union.

The most famous protest of the unemployed, of course, was the Bonus March on the White House in the summer of 1932. In the 1920s, Congress had voted special bonuses for World War I veterans, payable in 1945. Many veterans felt that it was quite reasonable to demand earlier payment, given the pressures of the Depression. But when 30,000 of them marched into Washington that July, they were imagined to be a revolutionary threat, camping out on the Anacostia Flats with their families in cardboard shanties. Eventually, President Hoover ordered General Douglas MacArthur to disperse the Bonus Marchers. Troops and tanks moved in, burning the shantytown and beating the remaining veterans in front of newsreel cameras, which brought the shocking images to a beleaguered nation. An indelible image was created of government indifference, which many at the time credited as adding to the massive anti-Hoover vote which swept Franklin Roosevelt into the White House despite the studied vagueness of his program.

The Unemployed Councils may have acted as a very radical, street-oriented radical group, recruiting jobless men and women into community defense, but they had a clear legislative agenda. By the mid-1930s, they had become a powerful national coalition, the Workers Alliance, drawing in activists from various political movements. From early on, they hammered home the need for a national program of unemployed insurance. In the context of Hoover's America, this was an illegitimate government giveaway that would only encourage idleness. By 1934, the Councils were strong enough to get a newly-elected Democratic Congressman, John T. Barnard, to introduce a bill requiring "social insurance" for the unemployed. Eventually, the basic idea pushed since 1930 by the "Reds" in the Unemployed Councils was incorporated in the epochal Social Security Act of 1935.

In the second half of the twentieth century, a program of unemployment insurance is something taken for granted, and many people have sufficient familial resources to fall back on if they lose a job. But in the 1930s, a far smaller percentage of the population had what we would call "middle class" status, no more than 15%, according to polls taken in 1938. For most families, unemployment for more than a few months, in the context of mass joblessness and shuttered factories, meant moving in with relatives, sending children out to work, and living on handouts, at best. At worst, it led to familial dissolution, or going on the road, or living in a "Hooverville"--the fight for sheer survival immortalized in the epic novel of the Thirties, John Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath. Thus, the safety cushion provided by unemployment insurance, which seems so meagre today, was a life-raft for many families.

Social Security, a self-funded old-age pension, was a response to both an obvious need and a very different kind of social movement. Old people faced the worst bind of all (other than children) at a time of economic misery. Unable to compete for jobs with desperate and able-bodied younger men and women, and often simply too old to work, the aged were presumed to be the responsibility of their immediate kin. But what if that kin themselves faced destitution? In the midst of confusion, a California doctor named Townsend came up with what seemed like a marvelous solution to both the problem of poverty among senior citizens, and general economic ill-health. Asserting that the problem was one of under-consumption, Dr. Townsend proposed to give all citizens over age 65 a minimum monthly pension of $200, on one condition--that the money must entirely be spent in the next month. This pump-priming strategy would, it was claimed, radically increase consumer demand for all sorts of vital goods, and in short order get the economy moving again.

The Townsend movement was extraordinarily successful. In a relatively short space of time, thousands of Townsend clubs sprang up all over the country and ten million people signed petitions in support of his simple plan. The key factor in persuading Democratic Party politicians to enact some form of old-age pensions was the obvious fact that these angry senior citizens were voters. Both in the 1930s and since, older people would constitute one of the most reliable bulwarks of the Democratic Party, a kind of `invisible army' for social democratic ideas symbolized by the remarkable career of Florida liberal Claude Pepper in Congress, stretching from the Roosevelt to the Reagan Eras. The Townsend movement, and the sudden discovery by Democrats of a vast new constituency-in-the-making, provides one of the clearest, most direct examples of how a social movement could spur an immediate policy shift of sweeping proportions.

The unemployed, seniors and other insurgent groups such as farmers were all important spurs to the policy agenda that over time took shape as the New Deal. However, all of these movement were dwarfed, in the final instance, by the explosion of labor activism the coincided with the New Deal's first phase, undergirded its second, more radical stage in 1935, and then moved forward to completion as the New Deal crested and waned. By the late 1930s, a renascent labor movement had been incorporated into the center of the New Deal Coalition and the Democratic Party. Briefly, at least, it seemed as if the Democrats were on their way to becoming a labor party on the European model, a hope that would be dashed by postwar developments.

To understand the scope of the changes within labor, its vast growth as a public force, and its radically increased clout in national affairs, it is necessary to sketch the basic contours of the labor movement before the New Deal. As mentioned earlier, it was a movement shaped largely by its inability to penetrate the heartland of American industry, the steel, auto, electrical, rubber and chemical plants that fueled the world's leading industrial economy. What this meant was that the union movement was isolated from the majority of the working class, and largely represented a "labor aristocracy" of skilled workers with conservative tendencies. Until the 1930s, a very high proportion of union members (and most union leaders) were native-born craftsmen of Northwestern European, Protestant backgrounds, while the majority of working class people were unskilled factory workers--immigrants or the children of immigrants, mainly Catholics, Orthodox Christians or Jews. This deep cultural split, stretching from the shopfloor to the local churches to taverns, had significant political ramifications. The American Federation of Labor (AFL) was led by conservative "business unionists" who frankly stated that they did not believe the unskilled industrial workers could ever be unionized. Their attention was focused on protecting the privileges and jurisdictions of the exclusive crafts, which typically represented only a small minority of workers in a given workplace. Even on the railroads, where unions had achieved their greatest strength, fourteen different "brotherhoods" jealously guarded their control over different jobs. From the beginning of the century, the great fight in the labor movement had been over the question of "industrial unionism," which meant bringing all of the workers in a particular shop or plant into a single union, regardless of skill, ethnicity, race, seniority or even sex. To craft unionists, this was a direct challenge to their privileged authority. They feared being submerged in the much larger mass of the unskilled--whom they equated with the unwashed and illiterate.

The AFL's approach to politics resembled its "business unionist" approach of defending practical gains by skilled workers, and ignoring the greater needs of the unskilled mass of factory operatives. Samuel Gompers, President of the AFL for nearly forty years, summed up the Federation's program in one word--"More," meaning more for his members, and little or no interest in anyone else, such as the women or blacks excluded by union bylaws and traditions. In national politics, the AFL tended to favor the Democrats, but its approach was cautious and its influence limited. At all times, it sought the mantle of respectability and legitimacy, rejecting any association with radical programs of social reform. During the 1920s, as American capitalism rode a business boom, organized labor stagnated. The AFL began to seem almost irrelevant under Gompers' unimaginative successor, William Green. By the Depression's beginning it was a minor force outside of major cities where craft locals exercised considerable control over the building trades, railroad yards and a few other jobs, and maintained some power in Democratic machines.

Understanding the quiescent attitude of the AFL, and its decline throughout the 1920s, helps explain why organized labor mounted no significant challenge in the early years of the Depression. It led no protests, nor did it organize any major national campaign for relief, leaving that ground almost entirely to Communists and other radicals. No historian credits the AFL with any significant place in Roosevelt's sweeping victory in 1932, or the even greater Democratic Party triumph in 1934. In fact, until 1933-34, organized labor is almost entirely absent from the various chronicles of the Depression. To most observers, it seemed merely one more interest group to be assuaged, and certainly less significant than the National Association of Manufacturers or the Chamber of Commerce. Other than a few intense local strikes led by breakaway radical unions from the Communist-ledTrade Union Unity League, no major strike action took place until 1934--perhaps not surprising given the intense competition for jobs.

In the first two years of the Roosevelt Administration, one of the New Deal's earliest, most controversial and apparently least successful initiatives indicates the submerged relationship between a reform government in power, and a social movement waiting to be born. Roosevelt's initial attempt to re-start the American economy was the grandly named National Recovery Administration (NRA). In principle, the NRA was supposed to embody a partnership between government, private enterprise and the public, including organized labor, working together in councils set up in each major industry to stimulate production and employment. In practice, it essentially licensed the largest corporations to get together in cartels and set prices, an activity otherwise strictly illegal. The labor representatives to the NRA's industry councils, even supposing the AFL was prepared to take an aggressive stance, had little power and were easily outvoted.

But the original NRA legislation pushed through Congress in the famous "100 days" of Roosevelt's first term contained an obscure provision that acted as a catalyst for an unprecedented grassroots awakening of America's workers. Clause "7A" of the legislation establishing the NRA specifically guaranteed employees the right to organize. Never before had Congress taken such an unequivocal stance in favor of labor. Across the country desperate workers took this not as a vague sop to the AFL--as originally intended--but as an explicit endorsement of unionization. The phrase "the President wants you to join a union" was taken up and repeated by organizers, and even found its way onto posters.

Spurred by the NRA, workers flooded into the AFL from 1933 on. In many cases, the Federation had nowhere to put them. The AFL only recognized workers who possessed a specific craft or recognized job title (like boilermakers, machinists or brewery truck drivers). Unskilled or semiskilled employees in large factories had to be grouped into temporary "federal locals," while the Federation tried to figure out which craft union could take them. But this institutional roadblack did not matter in the end, as workers kept striking and forming ad-hoc union locals in textile mills and steel factories, assuming that the labor movement wanted them, despite considerable evidence to the contrary.

By 1934, this bottom-up insurgency assumed a scope that to some suggested revolutionary possibilities. Workers seemed almost anxious to walk out, and refused to back down in the face of massive repression. 1.5 million struck that year, despite the fact that unemployment in some urban centers approached half of the workforce. Though labor battles took place all parts of the country, three local strikes served to underline the new dynamic--the "general strikes" led by unabashed radicals in three industrial centers, Toledo, San Francisco, and Minneapolis. First, what is a general strike? A strategy well-understood in Europe and Latin America, where it has sometimes been used to bring down governments, a general strike means that all workers in a city, region or even a whole country stop work. Obviously, this constitutes a great threat to authority in general, and has vast potency as a tactic. For a variety of reasons, however, there have been few general strikes in American history, and even those few (as in Seattle in 1919) did not last long.

Things were different in 1934. In Toledo, a key center of auto parts production where a walk-out could close down much of the industry, the strike began in the Auto-Lite factory and spread throughout the city when strikers were killed by National Guardsmen. Organizers from the socialist American Workers Party played a major role in making the strike general. In Minneapolis, an armed confrontation developed between the city's teamsters, under the leadership of dissident Marxists from the Communist League of America, and the city's businessmen and mayor. Again, street battles led not to the strike's collapse but to the shutdown of the city's business as a whole. Finally, in the most spectacular instance, San Francisco's longshoremen struck, led by an Australian named Harry Bridges, who was very close to the Communist Party. The dockworkers faced down machine guns along the Embarcadero, suffering many casualties, but won their point. In each of these cities, the workers and their unions won major victories--even if only the right to have a union, and attempt to bargain. The biggest effort of the year, however, was a brief general strike of more than 300,000 textile workers in mills stretching from New England to Georgia, which ended in a crushing defeat. The combined effect of this unprecedented militance demonstrated the potential of the most exploited employees and the great obstacles facing the trade union movement

There is little question that the strike wave of 1934, and the quality of employer resistance, including everything from massive espionage operations against unions to large, well-armed private armies like the notorious Ford Service Department, led directly to the Wagner Act. In early 1935, no serious observer could envision anything but prolonged, bitter and bloody class struggle, escalating in ways that most feared to imagine, unless something was done. That is what the general strikes, the spontaneous insurgency overwhelming the old-guard AFL, and the failed textile strike all implied. In that context, Senator Wagner (only reluctantly backed at the last minute by FDR) proposed a way out of a terrible impasse, a new social contract--not out of sentimental liberal idealism, and certainly not because of secret revolutionary tendencies, but simply because something had to be done. The Wagner Act, the NLRB and a new government-regulated and enforced right to collective bargaining was a compromise, then, but one that established not just organized labor--still very weak--but more importantly, America's immigrant-based working-class as a serious political actor.

In turn, the strikes of 1934 and the Wagner Act broke the dam within labor itself. At all levels, rebellion had been growing against the domination of "business unionists" and the extraordinarily cautious regime of President William Green. The demand for industrial unionism, uniting all workers regardless of craft, skill, ethnicity, religion, race or gender, had simmered for two generations, and now came to the fore. At the AFL' s 1935 convention in Atlantic City, John L. Lewis, the formerly conservative and autocratic president of the United Mine Workers, challenged the craft unionists physically, punching Carpenters Union President William Hutcheson in the mouth. Immediately afterwards, Lewis, David Dubinsky of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union and Sidney Hillman of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers formed the Committee on Industrial Organization (or CIO; the name was changed to "Congress on Industrial Organization" when they left the AFL formally a year later) to actively promote new unions in the mass production industries.

The new CIO rapidly became the center of the working-class social movement that had been growing from many different sources since 1930. In steel towns, auto plants, oil fields and on the killing floors of meatpacking houses, it became a magnet for a cohort of grassroots activists that had been persisted since the failed union drives of the 'Teens. Many of them were middle-aged skilled workers from the British Isles, men with long years of shopfloor militance behind them who were recognized as informal leaders by younger workers of different nationalities. Small leftwing independent unions had existed outside of the AFL for years, and had mushroomed with new members since the NRA gave public sanction to unions. In effect, they were a movement waiting to happen, through the lean years of the 1920s and the chaos and desperation of the Depression's early years. Indeed, if the AFL had shown any willingness of its own, it could have rapidly have built national industrial unions. By 1936, however, the initiative had passed to the new CIO, which survived largely thanks to money and staff provided by John L. Lewis' Mine Workers.

In early and mid-1936, a crucial election year as the New Deal and FDR came before voters, the CIO was mostly a hope and a possibility, while nearly all of the nation's press showered vituperation on the Roosevelt Administration and reported that his Republican opponent, Kansas Governor Al Landon, was ahead in the polls. By mid-1937, the CIO had defeated the two most powerful corporations in America, and was signing up the workers in America's major industries as fast as membership cards could be printed, while FDR had won the most smashing victory in American electoral history. What is the relation between these two events?

The decisive event in the growth of the CIO, and one of the most remarkable in the history of American social protest, was the occupation by workers of a vast General Motors plant in Flint, Michigan in late 1936. This "sit-down" strike was a drawn-out siege lasting many weeks, involving massive community mobilization and intense national interest. The crucial question became: could the strikers hold out? Would they be evicted by police? In the end, Michigan's Democratic Governor Frank Murphy refused to send in the National Guard, and the strikers successfully repulsed assaults by local police forces. As the sit-downs threatened to spread throughout GM's network of plants, the company with great reluctance agreed to recognize the CIO's United Auto Workers union, and "industrial unionism" finally became a real possibility in America. Over the next few months, more than 400,000 workers engaged in similar "sit-downs," as militant unionism spread like wildfire, and the CIO took on the aura of a great cause.

The most significant indication of how the tide had turned in American industrial relations was the reaction of the U.S. Steel corporation, which had dominated the nation's economy since it was created by J.P. Morgan in the 1890s. For two generations, U.S. Steel had defeated unions in a series of bitter, bloody battles ranging from Homestead in 1892 to the 1919 industry-wide strike. Now, powerfully impressed by the CIO's determination and its new tactics, it offered to meet with the Steel Workers Organizing Committee (SWOC) and settle matters peacably. General Electric followed suit, recognizing the militantly leftwing United Electrical Workers (UE) rather than face an all-out war.

These battles took place before, during and just after the crucial 1936 elections, when the Democratic Party's "New Deal Coalition" triumphantly came together, sweeping all but two states. During that election, the CIO threw all of its resources into securing FDR's re-election via a newly-created entity, Labor's Non-Partisan League. Though FDR had publicly condemned the Flint sit-down, he maintained a hands-off pose, and privately urged settlement on all parties. In light of past history, this was a marked advance: not since Theodore Roosevelt had the White House been officially neutral, effectively giving organized labor a co-belligerent status with corporate America.

The Democrats stance of guarded support, and sometimes open embrace, of a labor movement at the height of its militance, did not arrive in a vacuum. In fact, the Democrats actively feared serious electoral challenges from their left. To understand the significance of the historic alliance of the labor movement to the Democratic Party, which was locked in place in 1936 and persists to this day, we must look at the meteoric rise of radical third party efforts from 1934 on. Historians repeatedly cite Roosevelt's trepidation over a bid by Louisiana's eccentric populist Senator Huey P. Long, who was assassinated in late 1935. In fact, much more clearcut challenges to the Democrats came from bona fide radicals with established credentials. In the upper Midwest, a strong regional tradition of third-party progressivism revived. The Farmer-Labor Party in Minnesota effectively took over the state, electing governors and Members of Congress. In Wisconsin, Robert LaFollette's old Progressive Party surfaced again, led by other members of his family. Perhaps most startling, however, was the effort in California led by the veteran radical novelist Upton Sinclair. In 1934, he organized a campaign called End Poverty in California (EPIC), won the Democratic primary for governor, and narrowly lost the general election after intense redbaiting. Numerous other examples sent a very clear message to traditional Democrats like FDR that they needed to move quickly to secure their working class support, and at the right moment an alliance with the CIO sent that message.

The evidence from California, Wisconsin, Minnesota and numerous other states and cities suggests a hypothesis about the relation of grassroots activism to securing significant changes in how government operates, including the major political parties. It is disarmingly simple: in an electoral democracy, quantifiable power is ultimately the one thing that counts. Only when the parties, those forces able to determine government decisions through control of the executive and legislative machinery, see the social movements as crucial allies able to either deliver or withdraw votes will real change be made.

The various leftwing progressive efforts at the state and local level convinced the Democrats that they needed to cover their left flank. Having alienated most of the middle classes, they could no longer equivocate but rather needed to incorporate (or co-opt) the mass working-class movement, in particular that led by organized labor with its reliable structures for mobilization. There was a clear risk of losing voters on the right, which explains FDR's attempts to keep conservative Southern whites in the party by stressing themes of economic, not racial, justice. But the forty years since the election of 1896 had demonstrated repeatedly that the existing Democratic base was not sufficient for a solid majority in Congress or to hold the White House, which FDR won in 1932 largely by default. More than at any other time, the Democrats needed the social movements; conversely, those movements and in particular the unions, still facing a solid phalanx of opposition from the judiciary and business, desperately needed government aid, or simply neutrality.

The years from 1935 to 1938, then, mark a sea-change. The Democratic Party became what scholars call the "natural party of government" because of its firm lock on the votes of working people of all regions, races, religions and ethnicities. The CIO became an entirely new force in American life, growing from a dissident leadership caucus of the AFL in 1935 to a new, rival national labor federation of four million members only three years later. Most of the diverse social movements of the 1930s gathered under the CIO's banner. But 1938 was also an end in a sense. The last significant pieces of New Deal legislation were enacted that year (including the Fair Labor Standards Act). Angered by FDR's attempt to change the composition of the Supreme Court, which kept declaring major bills un-Constitutional, and fearing the radical drift in national events, a new rightwing coalition emerged in Congress linking Southern Democrats and Northern Republicans. This coldly pragmatic alliance across party lines would stymie major reform legislation (from perennial attempts to create some form of national health insurance to meaningful public employment programs) for the next fifty years. The relationship of the CIO and the organized working-class movement to the Democratic Party in the mid- and later Thirties--the most sustained period of governmental activism in modern U.S. history--demonstrates that one cannot separate strikes or protests from the mainstream of electoral politics, because at crucial moments electoral equations necessarily enter into how social movements are accepted, accommodated or repressed.

The best example of what happened to a dynamic social movement when it lacked a meaningful connection to the levers of political power can be seen in the fate of the Southern wing of New Deal radicalism. For many years, both scholars and the general public accepted the myth of a Democratic Party-dominated, white-ruled, "Solid South," impervious to radical currents, "frozen" in reaction and resentment of Civil War defeat. The evidence for this consensus seemed overwhelming: it was a rare occasion when a Republican was elected to any office; the black electorate could be counted in four digits in most states, despite the fact that the majority of American's 15 million black people lived below the Mason-Dixon line; the white electorate was also drastically reduced by the poll tax and other mechanisms.

There is no doubt that the South represented a fearsome conservative monolith, from the 1890s through the Civil Rights era of the late 1950s and 60s. Single-party white rule was backed up by informal paramilitary structures, including the Ku Klux Klan, but more often simply by the accepted right of any white man or group of men to discipline black people as they saw fit. Every year saw dozens of public lynchings and uncounted beatings, floggings and simple orders to leave town; quite a few Southern towns simply permitted no blacks at all as residents. Yet, despite the absence of any genuine rule of law, well-organized radical movements did surge briefly through the Deep South at the height of the Depression. The fate of these movements, lacking any support, protection or even benevolent neutrality from state or federal governments, is an important indicator of the relation of social movements to organized politics.

The South's most important movement of the Depression years was not the CIO--which could gain barely a foothold, and did little to challenge segregation--but efforts to organize the poorest of the poor, the sharecroppers and tenants, both black and white, who were the overwhelming majority of rural Southerners. Southern farm families in the 1930s still lived in a condition of bare subsistence reminiscent of peasants in Latin America or the poorest areas of Eastern Europe. Walker Evans' famous photographs of rail-thin children in clothes made of feed sacks, and parents in shacks with wooden floors (collected in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men) captured their tenuous dignity. The fact that Evans' photographs were of white people only underscored the legacy of poverty shared by the rural poor of both races. The organizers who went into the cotton fields of the "Black Belt" (a name originally derived from the rich darkness of the soil) in the Thirties hoped to bring black and white together, but most of their successes came among black sharecroppers. Though here and there some poor whites joined, the color line proved a formidable barrier.

Two organizations stand out, the Sharecroppers Union (SCU), based in Alabama, and the Southern Tenant Farmers Union (STFU), whose strength lay in Arkansas. In each case, dedicated young radicals, white and black, undertook clandestine and extremely dangerous missions into rural counties, and connected up with the most militant local farmers, usually black. Organizations were formed which enrolled thousands, and forced planters to raise wages and improve working conditions. In both Arkansas and Alabama, however, repression swiftly followed. Gunfights with sheriff's posses led to casualties on both sides, and the jailing of local leaders for long terms. Within a few years the SCU and the STFU, despite considerable national publicity, were broken. Minus votes, and therefore lacking leverage in local or state politics, there was no protection against police or mob violence. The development of a significant voting base of poor and working-class African-Americans did not come for another forty years in much of the South. Until that point, white politicians and white police could act as they saw fit to protect the economic interests and social supremacy of white people.

Conclusion

The New Deal coalition reached its fruition in FDR's second term, and held its own throughout the war years until 1945. There were no significant legislative reforms after 1938, however, and only one major new government initiative in the direction of greater social justice. In 1941, Roosevelt issued an Executive Order requiring fair employment practices in the millions of new defense jobs opening up even before Pearl Harbor. This groundbreaking action was the direct response to the threat of a mass "March on Washington," led by black union leader A. Philip Randolph. In a sense, Randolph's daring gambit was both a fitting climax to the Thirties' legacy of militant direct action, and a harbinger of how the axis of social change would shift in the future towards racial equality. It was no accident that when the actual "March on Washington" took place more than two decades later, Randolph occupied a place of special honor on the podium, as a visible reminder of the continuity between the New Deal and latter-day liberalism. But before liberalism was to discover its radical potential, and announce its intention to make all of America a "Great Society," it would first undergo a period of prolonged stasis and complacency, lasting from the late 1940s well into the 1960s.

