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INTRODUCTION

Wien Ronald Reagan assumed office in January of
1981, an epoch in the nation’s political history came to an end. The
New Deal, as a dominant order of ideas, public policies, and political
alliances, died, however much its ghost still hovers over a troubled
polity. The Rise and Fall of the New Deal Order, 1930-1980 is thus in-
tended as a historical autopsy. All of its contributors probe the mys-
tery of how something so grandly complex as the New Deal order was
born, then mastered a notoriously fractious country, and finally dis-
integrated. The question is a compelling one: the passions, bitterness,
recriminations, and anxieties of our contemporary political life are
all unthinkable except in reference to the politics, ideology, and mo-
rality that have come to be associated with the New Deal order.

The ten essays assembled here offer some startlingly new inter-
pretations of the anomalies, ironies, and paradoxes that have long
contributed to the mystery of the New Deal order: why the Great
Depression lasted so long; how the Democratic party could simulta-
neously accommodate poor workers and wealthy capitalists in its co-
alition; why the ‘labor question’ lost its central importance in Ameri-
can politics almost from the day the labor movement finally achieved
some enduring political power; how a liberalism so focused on issues
of class inequality in the 1930s came to focus entirely on the issue of
racial inequality in the 1960s; why economic abundance generated
political and cultural conservatism in the 1950s and radicalism in the
1960s; and how the Democratic party managed to alienate, in the late
1960s and early 1970s, those constituents who had been its most die-
hard supporters.

In addition to their commitment to illuminating such basic ques-
tions in political history, the authors also share a particular genera-
tional experience. By and large they matured intellectually during
the years when the Democratic party and its liberal agenda lost power
and appeal. The witnessing of a political era’s eclipse has imparted to
many of these essays a sober and ironic tone, appropriate to political
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x  Introduction

analyses that stress missed opportunities, unintended consequences,
and dangerous but inescapable compromises. Such a tone is a far cry
from the celebration of the New Deal characteristic of those scholars,
like Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and Eric Goldman, who witnessed first-
hand that remarkable and seductive burst of political energy in the
mid-1930s.! It is equally distant from the condemnatory terms in
which young, angry 1960s radicals like those who wrote for Studies on
the Left cast the New Deal and modern liberalism.2 The intellectual
passions of the 1930s and 1960s took shape in a climate that assumed
the political era ushered in by the New Deal would go on forever.
Our sobriety reflects the fact that the era no longer lives; that it be-
longs, as it were, to history.

ELECTORAL SYSTEMS AND PoLIiTICAL ORDERS

The essays in this volume are arranged chronologically to follow
the emergence, crystallization, and decomposition of a political order.
Our notion of “political order” draws its conceptual inspiration from
the notion of “electoral system” and “party system” developed by po-
litical scientists and the “new political historians” in recent years.
These scholars have depicted American political history since 1800 in
terms of relatively long periods of electoral stability punctuated by
brief but intense political upheavals and electoral realignments. In
each of the five periods of electoral stability (1800-1820s, 1820s—
1850s, 1850s—1890s, 1890s—1930s, 1930s—1970s), the major parties
had a fixed relationship to an electoral coalition; the size of the par-
ties’ respective coalitions, in turn, determined the relationship that
prevailed between the two parties—in particular, whether one domi-
nated or whether the two struggled on a relatively equal footing.
Thus the fourth electoral system, ushered in by the crisis of the
1890s, made the Republican party the dominant one in national af-
fairs for thirty-five years; and the fifth electoral system, ushered in by
the Great Depression, brought the Democrats and their New Deal
agenda to power for a period of about forty years.?

This approach diminishes the importance of particular political
actors—presidents, senators, and others—as well as of the normal
two-, four-, and six-year electoral cycles. It elevates, by contrast, the
importance of economic events and social trends. Fundamental
changes in political life—those which produce a change in party sys-
tems—are seen as issuing from crises in the nation’s economy, social
structure, and political culture. Thus the dissolution of the second
party system of Whigs and Democrats in the 1850s was tied to irre-
solvable conflicts over slavery; the dissolution of the third-party sys-
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tem in the 1890s occurred amid a devastating economic depression
and fundamental challenges to capitalism embodied in the Populist
and labor revolts of those years; and the collapse of the fourth-party
system in the 1930s likewise reflected economic distress and political
revolt.

In probing why such fundamental historical events are required
to change party systems, the new political historians have generally
offered “ethnocultural” explanations. American voters, at least from
the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, they have argued,
viewed political parties as the protectors of their most treasured be-
liefs and vital interests: their religions, their ethnic traditions, their
families and their neighborhoods. Voters thus developed profound
emotional loyalties to parties; these loyalties, in turn, influenced in-
dividual electoral behavior far more than rational reflections on a
party’s platform or short-term, instrumental calculations of the likely
return on casting a ballot for one party or another. Such loyalties
were not easily forsaken. Only major economic and social crises trig-
gered broad shifts in loyalty from one party to another.*

The dominance of the Democratic party and its liberal agenda in
the period from the 1930s to the 1970s is inconceivable apart from
the emotional bond tying millions of voters—especially Catholic and
Jewish voters climbing out of their big-city ghettos in the North—to
Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the New Deal. The nature of that
emotional bond is an issue that a number of essays in this volume
investigate. But other essays explore the economic elites, policy-
making networks, and political ideologies and programs that shaped
the distribution of power and influenced the era’s political character.
It is precisely these elites, programs, and ideologies—factors in the
nation’s political life that students of electoral systems have tended to
neglect—that our term “political order” is meant to encompass.> The
New Deal order never operated with the kind of precision and ef-
fortlessness implied by a word like “system”; but it did possess an ide-
ological character, a moral perspective, and a set of political rela-
tionships among policy elites, interest groups, and electoral
constituencies that decidedly shaped American political life for forty
years.

The New Deal Political Order: Emergence and Crystallization,
1929-1960

Thomas Ferguson’s opening essay focuses on the economic elite
whose power, money, and ambition were crucial to the reelection of
Roosevelt in 1936 and to the long-term dominance of the New Deal
political order. Members of this elite shared two characteristics: first,
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they were located in capital-intensive sectors of American industry
where labor costs formed a relatively small part of overall expendi-
tures; and, second, they dominated their industries in international
trade. These economic circumstances allowed these capitalists to tol-
erate prolabor legislation on the one hand and to demand an inter-
national policy of free trade on the other. They were the ones who
occupied the “backrooms” of Roosevelt's administration of 1935-36,
supplying policymakers to draft the National Labor Relations Act
and Social Security Act and to engineer the New Deal’s sudden turn
from economic nationalism to free trade.

Ferguson explains why this “industrial bloc” first broke off from
the united business community that had coalesced behind McKinley
in 1896 and then “realigned” itself with the Democratic party. He
reconstructs the private world of money, policy, and partisanship that
is so central a part of modern American politics. In the process of
this reconstruction, he dispels the persistent and popular myth that
the business community was monolithic in its attitude toward the New
Deal. He shows how labor and a portion of capital can coexist—and
simultaneously pursue their interests—in the same political party.
And, finally, he renders comprehensible why the second New Deal
was so politically different from the first, and why the political solu-
tions embodied in those 1935 reforms—unlike those of 1933—en-
dured.

Michael A. Bernstein’s essay examines another persistent riddle
about the Great Depression, namely, why it lasted far longer than any
other cyclic downturn in American history. His explanation hinges
on the unique coincidence of a cyclic downturn with a fundamental
secular transition. The 1929 crash occurred at a time when invest-
ment dynamism had already shifted to such new consumer-driven
industrial and commercial sectors as food processing, mass retailing,
household appliances, medical care, and recreation; but the cumula-
tive size of these new sectors, in terms of investment activity and em-
ployment, was simply too small in the 1930s to lead an overall eco-
nomic recovery. Thus, even as firms in these sectors quickly
recovered their sales, investors, and profitability, they could not over-
come the drag imposed on the economy by those old sectors, like pri-
mary metals, textiles, and lumber, that still accounted for such large
shares of national output and employment. Had the panic of 1929
occurred at a later point in this secular transition, when the new sec-
tors had added some heft to their lean, energetic frames and the old
sectors had shrunk to a size more befitting their advanced age, the
trauma of a decade-long depression might well have been averted.

Bernstein deepens Ferguson’s argument that divisions within the
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business community are crucial to an adequate understanding of the
politics of the depression years. One would expect entrepreneurs of
the newer consumption-oriented industries to have been drawn to
specific sorts of political strategies reflecting their firms’ economic re-
siliency and their buoyant faith in a bountiful future. And, as Steve
Fraser points out in his essay on the ‘labor question,’ this was indeed
the case. Mass merchandisers, urban real-estate developers, clothing,
appliance, and office goods manufacturers—and their banking, trade
union, and intellectual allies—formed, as early as the 1920s, a proto-
Keynesian elite eager to use the state to stimulate consumption, to
redistribute income, and even to intervene in financial and labor mar-
kets. Such state policies, they believed, would trigger a revival of pro-
duction and thus the return of prosperity. This vision had already
attracted (by the mid-1920s) such political reformers as Louis Bran-
deis and Felix Frankfurter, labor leaders like Sidney Hillman, and
industrial relations experts like William Leiserson and Morris Cooke.
And when the Great Depression convulsed the world of politics, dis-
crediting the policies of reigning elites and quickening the movement
of “new immigrants”—especially its working-class component—for
full political and social enfranchisement, this new political elite saw
its opportunity and seized a portion of state power. Members of this
elite were both the architects and the administrators of that famed
New Deal welfare state that had taken shape by 1937: a rambling
collection of state agencies, including the Departments of Labor and
Interior, the Works Projects Administration, the National Labor Re-
lations Board, the National Resources Planning Board, the Rural
Electrification Agency, and the Federal Reserve.

This momentous political development was laced with irony and
ambiguity. The more this new elite and its labor movement allies suc-
ceeded in their goals, the more workers would find themselves inte-
grated into a mass consumer society and stripped of a specific class
identity. On the other hand, this “mass consumption” coalition en-
countered opposition, even in the 1930s, on all sides: from conser-
vative sectors of the labor movement; from the South; from old sec-
tors of capital and their banking allies; from small businessmen. And
then the severe recession of 1937 challenged the very legitimacy of
the New Deal itself, provoking a far-reaching reevaluation of the po-
litical project that New Deal policymakers had so confidently under-
taken.

That reevaluation—and its consequences for American politics—
are the subjects of Alan Brinkley’s essay “The New Deal and the Idea
of the State.” Focusing on the ideological and political disarray in
Roosevelt’s administration in 1937, he does not discern the kind of
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programmatic coherence that Fraser and Ferguson argue character-
ized the New Deal political elite by 1936. In Brinkley’s eyes, ideolog-
ical eclecticism rather.than coherence characterized the New Deal
from 1932 through 1936. The political and economic pressures of
1937, however, forced New Dealers—such men as Alvin Hansen,
Marriner Eccles, Harry Hopkins, Harold Ickes, Thurman Arnold,
and Henry Wallace—to articulate and defend their ideological vision.
Such pressure yielded two quite different visions, one calling on the
state to regulate capitalist institutions and the other calling on the
state merely to stimulate economic growth through the use of fiscal
and monetary powers. Brinkley labels the first vision “regulatory”
and the second “Keynesian”; and he shows how the Keynesian vision
gradually, but firmly, in the years 1937 to 1945, pushed the regula-
tory vision from the corridors of power. Above all, the experience of
war—and especially a revived faith in capitalism which that experi-
ence engendered—secured, in Brinkley’s view, the ascendancy of the
Keynesian over the regulatory approach.

Brinkley’s argument that Keynesianism triumphed only in the
1940s seems to contradict Fraser’s claim that it already reigned in
1936. But the contradiction is more semantic than real, reflecting the
significantly different meanings that the two authors impute to
Keynesianism. Keynesianism, in Brinkley’s eyes, signified the use of
the state’s fiscal and monetary powers to maintain a healthy macro-
economic environment. Keynesianism, in Fraser’s eyes, involved ex-
tensive intervention by the state in capital, labor, and consumer mar-
kets—to the point of regulating corporate business practices and of
assigning the state the role of employer, builder, and (on rare occa-
sions) manufacturer. What made both these approaches Keynesian
was their shared goal of using the state to stimulate consumption and
to distribute the fruits of capitalism on an ever greater scale. But the
markedly different means each espoused for achieving those goals
necessarily tied Keynesianism to two very different kinds of political
programs. Following the useful lead of Theda Skocpol and Margaret
Weir, we might label the New Dealers’ more radical, regulatory pro-
gram “social Keynesianism,” and their more conservative, fiscal-
oriented program “commercial Keynesianism.” We could then suggest
that the regulatory approach favored by many New Dealers in 1936
and 1937 was a form of social Keynesianism that fell into eclipse dur-
ing the war years as advocates of a commercial Keynesianism won the
key battles within the policy and party elites for control of the Amer-
ican state. Such a perspective would underscore the importance of
Keynesian thinking from the late 1930s on, while allowing for the
dramatic 1940s change in state policies emphasized by Brinkley.
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Nelson Lichtenstein demonstrates in his essay “From Corporatism
to Collective Bargaining” that proponents of social Keynesianism,
though confined by the early 1940s to the progressive wing of the
labor movement and the “left-liberal” wing of the Democratic party,
doggedly carried on their battle for political power (and the control
of the state that such power bestowed). Labor movement progressives
like Walter Reuther and Philip Murray and their left-liberal allies in
the Democratic party discerned in the structure and operation of
such wartime agencies as the War Labor Board and Office of Price
Administration a model of democratic, national planning—what
Lichtenstein calls corporatism—that could be applied to a recon-
verted peacetime economy. Almost all the planning ideas involved
securing for American workers full employment, high wages, and ad-
equate welfare provisions. They drew their ultimate justification
from the stimulus that such a welfare state would give capitalism
through the dramatic expansion in levels of personal consumption.
When their efforts to introduce such social democratic notions were
rebuffed first by corporate titans like General Motors and then by an
increasingly conservative Democratic party, the labor progressives
sought to build their economic and political strength. They launched
“Operation Dixie,” a campaign to organize Southern workers, and
they mobilized support for the formation of a truly “progressive” po-
litical party. “Operation Dixie” foundered on racism, while their
third-party efforts—though yielding Henry Wallace’s Progressive
party—succumbed to cold war passions. Only in 1948 and 1949 did
labor progressives relinquish their corporatist dreams and accept the
political solution forced on them: the pursuit of economic security
through a private, depoliticized system of collective bargaining. Only
then did social Keynesianism drop entirely out of American politics.

Brinkley’s and Lichtenstein’s essays both force us to treat the
1940s, rather than the 1930s, as the politically formative years of the
New Deal order. Only in the mid-to-late 1940s did the fate of modern
liberalism come to depend on the successful operation of a high-
consumption capitalist economy; only in those years did commercial
Keynesians, those policymakers who wanted to exercise only the fiscal
and monetary powers of the state, gain dominance in the Democratic
party and over the state’s administrative structure. The creation of
this political economy was a wrenching political experience, lasting
more than fifteen years and involving mammoth conflicts, not simply
between workers and capitalists but between different blocs of capi-
talists and between contending groups of policymakers. And even in
1950, this political economy had not overcome all sources of resis-
tance. The South still stood outside these new economic arrange-
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ments, as did many poor who had to survive in a haphazard welfare
system. The incomplete integration of the South and the poor meant,
of course, the incomplete integration of American blacks; it meant
that race would necessarily loom larger and larger in American poli-
tics.

Those Americans who were fully integrated into this political
economy—the unionized sectors of the working class and the rapidly
expanding ranks of securely employed, well-paid, white-collar work-
ers—found themselves surrounded by lush advertising images of the
private satisfactions to be gained from spending and consuming. The
definition of the good life that was thus implied—stressing the supe-
riority of leisure to work, of individual expressiveness to social soli-
darity, and of private, family life to public, civic life—long antedated
the 1950s. As Steve Fraser notes in his ‘labor question’ essay, the ex-
tension of mass production and scientific management techniques to
ever greater sectors of American industry in the decade of World
War I had thoroughly transformed the world of work and play. The
skilled craftsman who found justification in work for his very essence
had become, by 1930, an endangered species; so too had the un-
skilled laborers whose abysmal working conditions had aroused such
political anxiety about the capacity of capitalist society to deliver a
decent life to wage earners. In their places arose a new kind of
worker, the semiskilled operative, whose modicum of skill com-
manded some respect and whom employers strenuously tried to ac-
climate to the hierarchical, bureaucratic character of the modern
workplace. These workers, who formed the natural constituency for
the c1o, found their political voice during the New Deal years. They
demanded that their workplaces be governed by an enlightened rule
of law and that employers respect the workplace rights that their
unions had established; but, lacking the autonomy and skill that had
made work the central element of the nineteenth-century craftsman’s
identity, they increasingly sought personal satisfaction not in “work-
ers control” but in the glittering array of goods and entertainments
made available by the marketplace. By 1950, millions of these union-
ized workers had won the job security and wage levels necessary to
participate fully in the consumer marketplace; so too had the grow-
ing masses of white-collar, corporate workers.

Elaine Tyler May’s essay “Cold War—Warm Hearth” explores this
unprecedented mass focus on consumption as well as the “peculiar,”
family-centered form it took in the 1950s. The consumption mania
of the 1950s—homes, cars, TVs, hi-fis, nylon stockings, and “bar-
b-q” grills—has long been regarded as a central feature of post—
World War II culture. What has remained somewhat obscure is why
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this wave of consumption should have focused so much on home and
family. May argues that Americans seized on home and family life
for two interrelated sets of reasons. First, the highly organized and
bureaucratized character of work life—true for both blue- and white-
collar workers—made home life seem correspondingly individualized
and free. Second, the cumulative shock of depression, world war,
cold war, and the threat of nuclear annihilation inclined individual
Americans to forsake the frightening public world of politics for the
comforting and secure private world of family. Suburbanization—
and the breakup of familiar communities and extended kin networks
that it implied—ensured that the nuclear family would become the
focus for this private life; so did the new “scientific” gospel on the
expressive and liberating possibilities inherent in family life. Middle-
class Americans relied heavily on professional expertise, especially on
the psychiatrists, social workers, and counselors who promised to
help them become more expressive, in sexual and other ways, with
their marriage partners.

For all these reasons, the 1950s apotheosis of home and family
cannot be considered a triumph for traditional values. To the con-
trary, the emphases on consumption, scientific expertise, and per-
sonal and individual expressiveness all underscore the essentially
modernist and secularist character of 1950s private life—at least for
those participating in the economy of abundance and consumerism.
This modernist version of private life may be viewed as an intrinsic
part of the New Deal order. Its emphasis on consumption made it an
integral part of the nation’s mass production economy; its glorifica-
tion of individual expressiveness in the family compensated for the
impersonality of public life; and its infatuation with professionals and
scientific expertise partook of the same rationalist, hierarchical prin-
ciples driving state social and economic policy.

This “fit” between 1950s public and private life was hardly per-
fect. The espousal of modernist values in private life would generate
enormous anxieties among husbands and wives, parents and chil-
dren, as they strove to fulfill, often unsuccessfully, their hopes for
individual expressiveness within a traditionalist, patriarchal form of
family organization. Substantial numbers of families, moreover, lo-
cated especially in the rural and small-town South and Midwest and
in urban, ethnic districts of the Northeast, resisted the modernist
code of May’s middle-class suburban families, and cleaved instead to
a traditionalism rooted in Protestant or Catholic spiritual codes. Some
briefly found a political voice in Joseph McCarthy’s attacks on the
Eastern Establishment, liberalism, and cosmopolitanism. Still, those
who found their search for individual expressiveness blocked or who
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clung to traditionalist codes discovered few political outlets for their
dissatisfactions. They were marginal players in the political arena de-
fined by the New Deal order.

The New Deal Political Order: Decline and Fall, 1960—1980

No single event undermined the New Deal order; no particular
individual, or even group of individuals, dug its grave. Decay began
to set in as a result of growing gaps between what the New Deal order
promised its constituents—in terms of citizenship rights, affluence,
individual expressiveness, and a stable international order under
American auspices—and what it actually delivered. A gap emerged
first in the early 1960s in regard to the disenfranchised and poverty-
stricken status of American blacks; another appeared in the moral
turbulence and growing drain of international military commitments
on domestic prosperity occasioned by the Vietnam War; and a third
and related gap appeared in middle-class youth’s alienation from the
highly organized, bureaucratized character of the New Deal order
that, they felt, stifled their quest for authenticity and individuality.
Political tensions began to accumulate as result. These tensions were
aggravated by the often vacillating and halfhearted efforts of Demo-
cratic party elites to make good on the promises of equality and op-
portunity so essential to the legitimacy of their political order. At
some point in the 1960s and early 1970s, each smoldering tension
would trigger a political explosion. The cumulative effects of such
explosions would shatter the Democratic party as a majority party
and discredit its liberal doctrines. By the mid-1970s, as a result, the
New Deal political order had ceased to exist.

The mobilization of American blacks in the greatest movement
for racial equality since Reconstruction is a well-told and -analyzed
story that we do not recount in this volume.” But that story forms the
essential backdrop to Ira Katznelson’s essay “Was the Great Society a
Lost Opportunity?” Katznelson subjects to careful examination Dan-
iel Patrick Moynihan’s 1969 contention that the Johnson Administra-
tion squandered an “immense [political] opportunity” offered it by
the civil rights movement: namely, to pass a full employment and in-
comes maintenance program that would have permanently solved
the problem of American poverty. In Katznelson’s eyes, such a pro-
gram would have required the Democratic party to adopt European-
style social democratic policies calling for extensive state interven-
tions in labor and income markets. Such a social democratic turn was
simply not possible in the 1960s. The reason, Katznelson argues, lies
not in some fundamental, timeless antithesis between American po-
litical culture and social democratic ideas; it lies instead in the closing
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off in the 1940s of a social democratic initiative that the left wing of
the New Deal and progressive elements of the labor movement had
nurtured since the mid-1930s.

Katznelson furthers Brinkley's and Lichtenstein’s argument that
the 1940s were watershed years in modern American political life.
Not only did those years encompass the triumph of commercial
Keynesianism and the transformation of the labor movement from a
social democratic insurgency into a mere interest group; they encom-
passed as well the substitution of race for class as the great, unsolved
problem in American life. These 1940s transformations decisively
shaped and limited the social programs of the 1960s. Policymakers of
the 1960s, influenced by an economics profession committed to com-
mercial Keynesian doctrines, would not contemplate extensive state
interferences in capital and labor markets. The labor movement
showed little inclination to use the War on Poverty to raise funda-
mental questions about the distribution of income and power in
American society. As a result of the labor movement’s timidity on the
one hand and the growing force of the civil rights movement on the
other, the War on Poverty became entirely associated with the prob-
lems of black Americans. Katznelson admires the inventiveness and
boldness of Great Society policymakers in pushing the limits of the
ideological framework in which they operated. But he also stresses
the futility of their task. They could not possibly have solved the
problem of poverty—black or white—without more extensive state
controls of capitalist institutions and markets. And their inability to
challenge the increasingly popular view that the Great Society was
meant to aid only black Americans would soon stir up resentment
against the Democratic party among poor and working-class whites.

Tensions within the Democratic party over the issues of poverty
and race had already become apparent during the halcyon days of
1960s prosperity. They became much more serious as the costs of de-
fending the “free world” and, in particular, of fighting the Vietnam
War began to force cutbacks in domestic social spending. The grow-
ing European and Japanese challenge to American economic superi-
ority further strained the nation’s resources and began generating a
string of economic woes, many of which to this day remain unsolved:
inflation, declining investment and productivity, unmanageable
budget deficits, and negative trade balances. In political terms, these
pressures called into question two economic principles central to the
New Deal order: first, that consumer capitalism’s benefits were to be
extended to ever greater numbers of Americans; and, second, that
the state, through its fiscal and monetary powers, was to stimulate the
production and distribution of economic abundance.
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This brewing racial-economic crisis, on its own, would probably
have been sufficient to undermine the New Deal order. But an assault
on this order and its majority party came from a cultural source as
well—middle-class youth who began rejecting the materialism, con-
sumerism, and familial-based personal life that were so central to the
New Deal order’s definition of the “good life.” This cultural revolt
and the ways in which it fueled, in the 1960s, a radical student move-
ment intent on eliminating racism, poverty, technocracy, and impe-
rialism from American life form the subjects of Maurice Isserman
and Michael Kazin’s essay “The Failure and Success of the New Rad-
icalism.”

Isserman and Kazin root the student revolt in the stultifying char-
acter of 1950s private life. Told by the purveyors of mass culture and
mass consumption that “a time of unending affluence and total free-
dom of choice was at hand,” the young sought to experience a wide
range of activities and to explore all aspects of their individuality.
Above all, they sought “authenticity.” Though the young cast this re-
volt in generational terms—as'a revolt against their parents—their
search for authenticity bears a striking resemblance to the search for
personal expressiveness that Elaine Tyler May argues was so central
to the family lives of the parents themselves. Seen from this perspec-
tive, the children may have been espousing an expanded, radicalized
version of their own parents’ values; 1950s domesticity, with its rhe-
torical emphasis on personal freedom, may have been the nursery of
1960s rebellion.

The younger generation’s inclination to cast themselves in oppo-
sition to their parents was therefore deeply ironic. It also triggered
momentous upheavals in both private and public life. The young re-
jected a host of values associated with 1950s adult, married life: the
dogged pursuit of economic security, sexual monogamy, and, ulti-
mately, patriarchy. Carrying the search for authenticity into all areas
of public life—universities, corporations, government—the young
produced a radical attack on the bureaucratic, hierarchical, and ra-
tionalist principles that underlay production and politics in the New
Deal order.

In a cynical age, this radical disaffection might have developed
along nihilist or narcissistic lines. But the moral awakening spawned
by the cold war made many young people eager to join a crusade to
save their society from the hypocritical practices—especially the tol-
erance of racism and poverty at home and the support of right-wing
dictators abroad—that so compromised American democratic ideals.
Isserman and Kazin analyze the emergence and collapse of this radi-
cal movement from the hopeful days of the civil rights protests,
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through the massive protests against the Vietnam War, to the self-
destructive violence that set in once students began despairing, in the
late 1960s, of ever changing the “system.” While the authors duly
note the failure of the New Left to achieve its stated political agenda,
they argue that this movement altered, in enduring ways, popular
attitudes toward race, gender, and authority. It also delivered the fi-
nal blow to the New Deal order by opening up a gaping hole between
two vital Democratic party constituencies: on one side stood a coali-
tion of blacks and middle-class whites committed to an agenda of ra-
cial and sexual equality, social welfare, and moral modernism; on the
other side gathered working-class and lower-middle-class whites,
largely Catholic in the North and Protestant in the South, calling for
a reassertion of such traditional values as patriarchy, patriotism, law
and order, hard work, and self-help. By the late 1970s Democratic
politicians found it impossible to design a politics to please both con-
stituencies. As a result the Democratic party lost its majority status as
well as the ability to define the nation’s political agenda. In its place
appeared a revived Republican party brandishing the political
agenda of the New Right.

Jonathan Rieder's essay “The Rise of the ‘Silent Majority’ ” traces
the process by which working-class and lower-middle-class whites,
South and North, abandoned the Democratic party first for George
Wallace in 1968 and then for the Republican party of Ronald Rea-
gan. From the earliest days of the New Deal order, these groups had
embraced the Democratic party’s economic liberalism for its frank
recognition of the inequalities in wealth and power prevalent
throughout American society. By contrast, they tolerated but were
discomfited by the national party’s racial and international liberalism.
Both these constituencies were also traditionalist in moral outlook,
suspicious of the secularism, rationalism, and emphasis on individual
expressiveness that was so intrinsic a part of the New Deal order.
Their class experience and moral traditionalism, in combination,
made them suspicious of distant (and rootless) technocratic and
bureaucratic elites and gave their political outlook a distinctly proto-
populist air. A populist opposition seemed to cohere around Mc-
Carthy in the early 1950s, but the timing was premature. The Repub-
lican right needed another decade or two in the political wilderness
to shed its own elitist roots and fashion a language and agenda ap-
propriate for a conservative populist movement. Opportunities
abounded in the 1960s as the dismantling of the Southern caste sys-
tem triggered mass defections among white southerners. The imple-
mentation of antipoverty and affirmative action legislation, mean-
while, generated a sense of class injustice—*“reverse discrimination”—

s
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among large numbers of ethnic whites in the North. These griev-
ances quickly became part of a moral critique of “limousine liberal-
ism.” White traditionalists, North and South, saw black and student
rioting, flag burning and contempt for the police, drug use and street
crime, sexual promiscuity, and the blurring of gender distinctions as
multiple signs of a single moral crisis of extraordinary proportions.
George Wallace was the first to articulate this moral crisis in national
political affairs; Ronald Reagan made it a leitmotif of his triumphant
rise to the pinnacle of American politics. By 1980 the whole of the
liberal vision that had taken shape during the New Deal years—not
just its moral modernism but its belief in the state as an agent of eco-
nomic prosperity and income redistribution—stood discredited
among large parts of the American population.

These essays point to the complexity of the New Deal order’s de-
cline and collapse: economics, race, and morality each played a cen-
tral role in this political drama. They also suggest an overarching
logic to the system’s fall. The state’s rhetorical commitment to distrib-
uting civil rights and economic abundance to all its citizens inevitably
pushed race to the very center of national politics; the nation’s grow-
ing military obligations diminished the economic resources necessary
to solve or at least mitigate the brewing racial crisis; and the impor-
tance attached (by purveyors of mass culture and ideologues of a
modernist domesticity) to achieving a full and expressive personal life
predictably resulted in an insatiable hunger for “authenticity” and
autonomy in all social spheres. Did these particular dynamics, in com-
bination, necessitate the explosion of unruly, ugly, and often violent
passions over issues of race and morals that so dominated and disfig-
ured 1960s politics? Several essays suggest an affirmative answer.
Tension between moral traditionalists and moral modernists in the
Democratic party, Rieder reminds us, was present from the New Deal
order’s earliest days. The New Deal order’s unabashedly modernist
character intensified these tensions and was bound, sooner or later,
to provoke the moral outrage of traditionalists. A second source of
tension resulted from the failure of the Democratic party and organ-
ized labor, in the 1930s and 1940s, to transform, through wage leg-
islation and unionization, the South’s social structure. Such failures,
analyzed by Fraser and Lichtenstein in their essays, meant that an
extraordinary kind of judicial fiat—itself, though cloaked in consti-
tutional language, a kind of violence—would be necessary to inte-
grate southerners (and especially blacks) into the New Deal order.
Such coercion provoked widespread, often violent, resistance. Given
the deep roots of 1960s conflict, it would have taken an unusually
prescient set of Democratic party policymakers to defuse social ten-
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sions and remedy social problems. But, as Katznelson reminds us,
Great Society policymakers, imprisoned by the 1940s ideological
framework they inherited, lacked the necessary intellectual autonomy
and clarity. And even if they had somehow managed to step outside
their own history and devise a set of wise social policies, they might
have found their policies thwarted by the nation’s strained economic
base.

Thomas Byrne Edsall, in this volume’s concluding essay “The
Changing Shape of Power,” asks whether the Republican renaissance
of the 1970s and early 1980s marks the birth of a new, Republican-
dominated political order. He quickly concludes that this is not the
case, largely because American political parties, as a result of electoral
reform and the intrusion of mass media on electoral campaigns, are
rapidly losing their dominance over the American political process.
He does suggest, however, that a different kind of political order has
taken shape, one in which a new elite—"a small, often interlocking,
network of campaign specialists, fund-raisers, and lobbyists"—has
usurped the political party’s role of defining government policy and
electoral strategy. This new elite, expert at raising money and at iden-
tifying and molding “public” opinion, has concentrated political
power in the hands of the wealthy to a degree unimaginable in a
party-dominated system. The result has been a fundamental “policy
realignment” in which government policy, regardless of whether Re-
publicans or Democrats control Washington, favors the well-to-do
and penalizes the poor. The most telling evidence of this develop-
ment can be found in the growing inequality in income distribution
these last ten years. While some of this inequality reflects the nation’s
loss of high-paying manufacturing jobs and their replacement by low-
paying service-sector jobs, another portion reflects deliberate govern-
ment policy: namely, a regressive tax policy and a campaign to
weaken organized labor. These policies are most clearly associated
with Reagan and his refurbished Republican party; and Edsall argues
that this party’s core of affluent and religious voters will give Repub-
licans an important edge in fund-raising and thus in presidential
campaigning. But even if the Democrats manage to win a national
election, they too would champion distributional policies that favored
the affluent over the poor. Such continuity, at bottom, reflects the
declining influence in Democratic party circles of workers and the
poor—and of their institutional representatives, labor unions and po-
litical clubhouses. It reflects as well striking increases in the party
power of affluent, middle-class Democrats. Politics in late-twentieth-
century America, Edsall provocatively concludes, is a game increas-
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ingly played by and for the wealthy. The poor have lost both the abil-
ity to influence policy and the will to participate in electoral politics.

The New Deal order is dead. Yet the problems bedeviling that
order from the early 1960s live on: class and racial antagonisms, the
resentments of status and power, the corruptions and frustrations of
engorged federal bureaucracies, the antipodes of authority and resis-
tance, still occupy a central place in our nation’s political life.
Whether we are witnessing the birth of a new political order, and
whether such a new order will address these troubling and divisive
issues more successfully than the New Deal order, remain unclear.
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1 Industrial Conflict and the
Coming of the New Deal:
The Triumph of Multinational
Liberalism in America

THoMmASs FERGUSON

I octoser 1929, the stock market crashed. Over the
next few months the market continued dropping, and a general eco-
nomic decline took hold. As sales plummeted, industry after industry
laid off workers and cut wages. Farm and commodity prices tumbled,
outpacing price declines in other parts of the economy. A tidal wave
of bankruptcies engulfed businessmen, farmers, and a middle class
that had only recently awakened to the joys of installment buying.

While the major media, leading politicians, and important busi-
nessmen resonantly reaffirmed capitalism’s inherently self-correcting
tendency, havoc spread around the world. By 1932, the situation had
become critical. Many currencies were floating and international fi-
nance had virtually collapsed. World trade had shrunk to a fraction
of its previous level. In many countries one-fifth or more of the work
force was idle. Homeless, often starving, people camped out in parks
and fields, while only the virtual collapse of real-estate markets in
many districts checked a mammoth liquidation of homes and farms
by banks and insurance companies.

In this desperate situation, with regimes changing and govern-
ments falling, a miracle seemed to occur in the United States, the
country that, among all the major powers in the capitalist world econ-
omy, had perhaps been hit hardest. Taking office at the moment of
the greatest financial collapse in the nation’s history, President Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt initiated a dazzling burst of government actions de-
signed to square the circle that was baffling governments elsewhere:
how to enact major social reforms while preserving both democracy
and capitalism. In a hundred days his administration implemented a
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series of emergency relief bills for the unemployed; an Agricultural
Adjustment Act for farmers; a bill (the Glass-Steagall Act, also some-
times referred to as the “Banking Act of 1933”) to “reform” the bank-
ing structure; a Securities Act to reform the Stock Exchange; and the
National Industrial Recovery Act, which in effect legalized cartels in
American industry. Roosevelt suspended the convertibility of the dol-
lar into gold, abandoned the gold standard, and enacted legislation
to promote American exports. He also presided over a noisy public
investigation of the most famous banking house in the world: J. P.
Morgan & Co.

For a while this “first New Deal” package of policies brought some
relief, but sustained recovery failed to arrive and class conflict inten-
sified. Two years later, Roosevelt scored an even more dramatic series
of triumphs that consolidated his position as the guardian of all the
millions, both people and fortunes. A second period of whirlwind
legislative activity produced the most important social legislation in
American history—the Social Security and Wagner acts—as well as
measures to break up public utility holding companies and to fix the
price of oil. The president also turned dramatically away from his
earlier economic nationalism. He entered into agreements with Brit-
ain and France informally to stabilize the dollar against their curren-
cies and began vigorously to implement earlier legislation that em-
powered Secretary of State Cordell Hull to negotiate a series of
treaties reducing U.S. tariff rates.!

After winning one of the most bitterly contested elections in
American history by a landslide (and giving the coup de grace to the
old Republican-dominated “System of '96”), Roosevelt consolidated
the position of the Democrats as the new majority party of the United
States.? He passed additional social welfare legislation and pressured
the Supreme Court to accept his reforms. Faced with another steep
downturn in 1937, the Roosevelt team confirmed its new economic
course. Rejecting proposals to revive the National Recovery Admin-
istration (NRa) and again devalue the dollar, it adopted an experi-
mental program of conscious “pump priming,” which used govern-
ment spending to prop up the economy in a way that foreshadowed
the “Keynesian” policies of demand management widely adopted by
Western economies after 1945. This was the first time this had ever
been attempted-—unless one accepts the Swedish example, which was
virtually contemporaneous.?

Roosevelt and his successive New Deals have exercised a magnetic
attraction on subsequent political analysts. Reams of commentary
have sought to elucidate what the New Deal was and why it evolved
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as it did. But while the debate has raged for over forty years, little
consensus exists about how best to explain what happened.

Many analysts, including most of those whose major works shaped
the historiography of the last generation, have always been convinced
that the decisive factor in the shaping of the New Deal was Franklin
D. Roosevelt himself.* They hail his sagacity in fashioning his epoch-
making domestic reforms. They honor his statecraft in leading the
United States away from isolationism and toward Atlantic Alliance.
And they celebrate the charisma he displayed in recruiting millions
of previously marginal workers, blacks, and intellectuals into his great
crusade to limit permanently the power of business in American life.

Several rival accounts now compete with this interpretation. As
some radical historians pose the problem, only Roosevelt and a hand-
ful of advisers were farsighted enough to grasp what was required to
save capitalism from itself.> Accordingly, Roosevelt engineered
sweeping attacks on big business for the sake of big business’s own
long-run interest. (A variation on this theme credits the administra-
tion’s aspirations toward reform but points to the structural con-
straints capitalism imposes on any government as the explanation for
the New Deal’s conservative outcome.)

Another recent point of view explains the New Deal by pointing
to the consolidation and expansion of bureaucratic institutions. It
deemphasizes Roosevelt as a personality, along with the period’s ex-
citing mass politics. Instead, historians like Ellis Hawley (in his latest
essays) single out as the hallmarks of the New Deal the role of profes-
sionally certified experts, and the advance of organization and hier-
archical control.®

Some of these arguments occasionally come close to the final cur-
rent of contemporary New Deal interpretation. This focuses sharply
on concrete interactions between polity and economy (rather than
bureaucracy per se) in defining the outcome of the New Deal. No-
table here are the (mostly West German) theorists of “organized cap-
italism,” several different versions of Marxist analysis, right-wing lib-
ertarian analysts who treat the New Deal as an attempt by big
business to institutionalize the corporate state, and Gabriel Kolko’s
theory of “political capitalism.”

These newer approaches provide telling criticisms of traditional
analyses of the New Deal. At the same time, however, they often cre-
ate fresh difficulties. “Organized capitalism,” “political capitalism,” or
the libertarian “corporate state” analyses, for example, are illuminat-
ing with respect to the universal price-fixing schemes of the Nra. But
the half-life of the NRA was short even by the admittedly unstable
standards of American politics. The historic turn toward free trade
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that was so spectacularly a part of the later New Deal is scarcely com-
patible with claims that the New Deal institutionalized the collective
power of big business as a whole, and it is perhaps unsurprising that
most of this literature hurries over foreign economic policy. Nor are
more than token efforts usually made to explain in detail why the
New Deal arrived in its classic post-1935 form only after moving
through stages that often seemed to caricature the celebrated obser-
vation that history proceeds not along straight lines but in spirals. It
was, after all, a period in which the future patron saint of American
Internationalism not only raised more tariffs than he lowered but
also openly mocked exchange-rate stability and the gold standard,
promoted cartelization, and endorsed inflation.® Similarly, theorists
who treat the New Deal chiefly as the bureaucratic design of creden-
tialed administrators and professionals not only ignore the signifi-
cance of this belated opening to international trade in the world
economy, but they also do less than full justice to the dramatic busi-
ness mobilization and epic class conflicts of the period.

Nor do any of these accounts provide a credible analysis of the
Democratic party of the era. Then, as now, the Democratic party fits
badly into the boxes provided by conventional political science. On
the one hand, it is perfectly obvious that a tie to at least part of or-
ganized labor provides an important element of the party’s identity.
But on the other, it is equally manifest that no amount of co-optation
accounts for the party’s continuing collateral affiliation with such
prominent businessmen as, for example, Averell Harriman. Why, if
the Democrats truly constituted a mass labor party, was the outcome
of the New Deal not more congruent with the traditional labor party
politics of Great Britain and Germany? And, if the Democratic party
was not a labor party, then what force inside it was powerful enough
to contain the cio and simultaneously launch a sweeping attack on
major industrial interests? These analyses also slip past the biggest
puzzle that the New Deal poses. They offer few clues as to why some
countries with militant labor movements and charismatic political
leaders in the depression needed a New Order instead of a New Deal
to control their work force.

In this essay I contend that a clear view of the New Deal’s world
historical uniqueness and significance comes only when one breaks
with most of the commentaries of the last thirty years, goes back to
primary sources, and attempts to analyze the New Deal as 2 whole in
the light of industrial structure, party competition, and public policy.
Then what stands out is the novel type of political coalition that Roo-
sevelt built.® At the center of this coalition, however, are not the
workers, blacks, and poor who have preoccupied liberal commenta-
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tors, but something else: a new “historical bloc” (in Gramsci’s phrase)
of capital-intensive industries, investment banks, and internationally
oriented commercial banks.

This new kind of power bloc constitutes the basis of the New
Deal’s great and, in world history, utterly unique achievement: its
ability to accommodate millions of mobilized workers amid world
depression. Because capital-intensive firms use relatively less direct
human labor (and that often professionalized and elaborately
trained), they were less threatened by labor turbulence. They had the
space and the resources to envelop, rather than confront, their work
force. In addition, with the momentous exception of the chemical in-
dustry, these capital-intensive firms were both world and domestic
leaders in their industries. Consequently, they stood to gain from
global free trade. They could, and did, ally with important interna-
tional financiers, whose own minuscule work forces presented few
sources of tension and who had for over a decade supported a more
broadly international foreign policy and the lowering of traditionally
high American tariffs.

THE RISE OF THE MULTINATIONAL BLoc, 1918-1929

At the center of the Republican party during the System of *96
was a massive bloc of major industries, including steel, textiles, coal,
and, less monolithically, shoes, whose labor-intensive production pro-
cesses automatically made them deadly enemies of labor and paladins
of laissez-faire social policy.!? While a few firms whose products dom-
inated world markets, such as machinery, agitated for modest trade
liberalization (aided occasionally by other industries seeking specific
export advantages through trade treaties with particular countries),
insistent pressures from foreign competitors led most to the ardent
promotion of high tariffs.!!

Integral to this “National Capitalist” bloc for most of the period
were investment and commercial bankers. They had abandoned the
Democrats in the 1890s when “Free Silver” and Populist advocates
briefly captured the party. The financiers’ massive investments in the
mid-1890s and after, in huge trusts that combined many smaller
firms, gave them a large, often controlling, stake in American indus-
try, and brought them much closer to the industrialists (especially on
tariffs, which Gold Democrats had abominated), and laid the foun-
dation for a far more durable attachment to the cop.!2

World War 1 disrupted these close relations between American
industry and finance. Overnight the United States went from a net
debtor to a net creditor in the world economy, while the tremendous
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economic expansion induced by the war destabilized both the United
States and the world economy. Briefly advantaged by the burgeoning
demand for labor, American workers struck in record numbers and
for a short interval appeared likely to unionize extensively.!* Not sur-
prisingly, as soon as the war ended a deep crisis gripped American
society. In the face of mounting strikes, the question of U.S. adher-
ence to the League of Nations, and a wave of racial, religious, and
ethnic conflicts, the American business community sharply divided.

On the central questions of labor and foreign economic policy,
most firms in the Republican bloc were driven by the logic of the
postwar economy to intensify their commitment to the formula of
1896. The worldwide expansion of industrial capacity the war had
induced left them face to face with vigorous foreign competitors.
Consequently, they became even more ardent economic nationalists.
Meeting British, French, and, later, German and other foreign com-
petitors everywhere, even in the U.S. home market, they wanted ever
higher tariffs and further indirect government assistance for their
export drives. Their relatively labor intensive production processes
also required the violent suppression of the great strike wave that
capped the boom of 1919-20 and encouraged them to press the
“Open Shop” drive that left organized labor reeling for the rest of
the decade.

This response was not universal in the business community, how-
ever. The new political economy of the postwar world pressured a
relative handful of the largest and most powerful firms in the oppo-
site direction. The capital-intensive firms that had grown dispropor-
tionately during the war were under far less pressure from their la-
bor force. By the end of the war the biggest of them had also
developed into not only American but world leaders in their product
lines. Accordingly, while none of them were pro-union, they pre-
ferred to conciliate rather than to repress their work force. Those
which were world leaders favored lower tariffs, both to stimulate
world commerce and to open up other countries to them. They also
supported American assistance to rebuild Europe, which for many of
them, such as Standard Oil of New Jersey and General Electric, rep-
resented an important market.

Joining these latter industrial interests were the international
banks. Probably nothing that occurred in the United States between
1896 and the depression was so fundamentally destructive to the Sys-
tem of ’96 as the World War I-induced transformation of the United
States from a net debtor to a net creditor in the world economy. The
overhang of both public and private debts that the war left in its wake
struck directly at the accommodation of industry and finance that de-
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fined the Republican party. To revive economically and to pay off the
debts, European countries had to run export surpluses. They needed
to sell around the world, and they, or at least someone they traded
with in a multilateral trading system, urgently needed to earn dollars
by selling in the United States. Accordingly, along with private or
governmental assistance from the United States to help make up war
losses, the Europeans required a portal through the tariff walls that
shielded Republican manufacturers from international competition.

The conflict between these two groups runs through all the major
foreign policy disputes of the 1920s: the League of Nations, the
World Court, and the great battles over tariffs, among others. Ini-
tially, the older, protectionist forces won far more than they lost.
They defeated the League, kept the United States out of the World
Court, and raised the tariff to ionospheric levels. But most trends in
the world economy were against them. Throughout the 1920s the
ranks of the largely Eastern internationalist bloc swelled.

Parallel to the multinational bloc’s increasing numbers was its
growing unity of interest, as problems with the British over oil and
cables were resolved. As the bloc closed ranks, it discovered it could
achieve its immediate foreign-policy objectives by working unoffi-
cially around the Congress with key executive-branch functionaries
and New York Federal Reserve Bank officials.

Along with its increasing internal homogeneity, the multinational
bloc enjoyed several other long-run advantages, which helped enor-
mously in overcoming the new bloc’s relative numerical insignificance
vis-2-vis its older rival. The newer bloc included many of the largest,
most rapidly growing corporations in the economy. Recognized in-
dustry leaders with the most sophisticated managements, these con-
cerns embodied the norms of professionalism and scientific advance
that in this period fired the imagination of large parts of American
society. The largest of them also dominated major American foun-
dations, which were coming to exercise major influence not only on
the climate of opinion but on the specific content of American public
policy. And, what might be termed the “multinational liberalism” of
the internationalists was also aided significantly by the spread of lib-
eral Protestantism; by a newspaper stratification process that brought
the free trade organ of international finance, the New York Times, to
the top; by the growth of capital-intensive network radio in the dom-
inant Eastern, internationally oriented environment; and by the rise
of major news magazines. These last promised, as Raymond Moley
himself intoned while taking over at what became Newsweek, to pro-
vide “Averell [Harriman] and Vincent [Astor] . . . with means for in-
fluencing public opinion generally outside of both parties.”!*
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Closely paralleling the business community’s differences over for-
eign policy was its split over labor policy. Analysts have correctly
stressed that the 1920s were a period of violent hostility toward labor
unions. But they have largely failed to notice the significant, sector-
ally specific modulation in the tactics and strategy employed by
American business to deal with the labor movement.

The war-induced boom of 191819 cleared labor markets and led
to a brief but sharp rise in strikes and the power of labor. A White
House conference called by Wilson to discuss the situation ended in
stalemate. John D. Rockefeller, Jr., and representatives of General
Electric urged conciliatory programs of “employee representation”
(company-dominated, plant-specific works councils). Steel and other
relatively labor intensive industries, however, rejected the approach.
Led by Elbert Gary, head of U.S. Steel, they joined forces, crushed
the great steel strike of 1919, and organized the American Plan
drives of the 1920s.

Rockefeller and Gary broke personal relations. Rockefeller sup-
ported an attack on the steel companies by the Inter-Church World
Movement, an organization of liberal Protestants for which he raised
funds and served as a director. Later he organized a consulting firm,
Industrial Relations Counsellors, to promote nonconfrontational “sci-
entific” approaches to labor conflict. Industrial Relations Counsellors
assisted an unheralded group of capital-intensive firms and banks
throughout the 1920s—a group whose key members included top
management figures of General Electric and Standard Oil of New
Jersey, and partners of the House of Morgan. Calling themselves the
“Special Conference Committee,” this group promoted various pro-
grams of advanced industrial relations.!3

Industrial Relations Counsellors worked with the leading figures
of at least one group of medium-sized firms. Perhaps ironically, they
were organized in the Taylor Society, once the home of Frederick
Taylor’s well-known project for reorganizing the labor process. Two
types of firms comprised this group: technically advanced enterprises
in highly cyclical (hence, in the 1930s, highly depressed) industries
like machine tools, and medium-sized “best practice” firms in declin-
ing sectors. Mostly located in the Northeast, these latter firms hoped
that the introduction of the latest management and labor relations
techniques would afford them cost advantages over burgeoning low-
wage competitors in the American South. Forming a sort of flying
buttress to the core of the multinational bloc, most of these firms
strongly favored freer trade, while several future New Dealers, in-
cluding Rexford Tugwell and Felix Frankfurter, worked with them.'s

The leading figures in Industrial Relations Counsellors and their
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associates (who included, notably, Beardsley Ruml, head of the Spel-
man Fund, a part of the Rockefeller complex that began funding the
first university-based industrial relations research centers) played im-
portant roles in virtually all major developments in labor policy across
the 1920s. These included the campaign that forced the steel indus-
try to accept the eight-hour day; the milestone Railway Labor Act;
and the increasing criticism of the use of injunctions in labor disputes
{a legal weapon that was an essential element of the System of *96’s
labor policy) that eventually led to the Norris-LaGuardia Act.

Under all these accumulating tensions the elite core of the Repub-
lican party began to disintegrate. The great boom of the 1920s exac-
erbated all the tensions over labor and international relations just de-
scribed, while it greatly enhanced the position of the major oil
companies and other capital-intensive firms in the economy as a
whole (see table 1.1). Though their greatest effects came after the
downturn in 1929, other “secondary”—that is, idiosyncratic or tran-
sitory—tensions also multiplied during the boom. One, which af-
fected partisan competition even in the 1920s, concerned investment
banking. A flock of new (or suddenly growing) houses sprang up and
began to compete for dominance with the established leaders: the
House of Morgan and Kuhn, Loeb. In time these firms would pro-
duce a generation of famous Democrats: James Forrestal of Dillon,
Read; Averell Harriman of Brown Brothers Harriman; Sidney Wein-
berg of Goldman, Sachs; John Milton Hancock and Herbert Lehman
of Lehman Brothers.!?

In commercial banking, rivals also began to contest Morgan’s po-
sition. The Bank of America rose rapidly to become one of the largest
commercial banks in the world. Though the competition did not yet
take partisan form, the bank bitterly opposed Morgan interests,
which attempted to use the New York Federal Reserve Bank against
it. Morgan also was hostile to Joseph Kennedy and other rising finan-
cial powers.

The cumulative impact of all these pressures became evident in
the election of 1928. Some of the investment bankers, notably Averell
Harriman, turned to the Democrats. Enraged by the House of Mor-
gan’s use of the New York Fed to control American interest rates for
the sake of its international objectives, Chicago bankers, led by First
National’s Melvin Traylor, organized and went to the Democratic
convention as a massed body. These were portentous developments
indeed. At the time, however, they were overshadowed by the dra-
matic, but brief, effort of major elements of the strongly protectionist
chemical industry, notably several members of the DuPont family, to
try to take over the Democratic party. Repelled by Al Smith’s shock-



LARGEST AMERICAN INDUSTRIALS, 1909-1948
(RANKED BY ASSETS)

TABLE 1.1

Company 1909 1919 1929 1935 1948
U.S. Steel 1 1 1 2 3
Standard Oil of N.J. 2 2 2 1 1
American Tobacco 3 19 17
Int'l Mercantile Marine 4 12

Anaconda 5 14 8 8 19
Int’l Harvester 6 13 17 14 18
Central Leather 7

Pullman 8

Armour 9 3 14 20

American Sugar 10

U.S. Rubber 11 8

American Smelting & Refining 12 17

Singer 13

Swift 14 4 19 19
Consolidation Coal 15

General Electric 16 11 11 13 9
ACF Industries 17 -

Colorado Fuel & Iron 18

Corn Products Refining 19

New England Navigation 20

General Motors 5 3 3 2
Bethlehem Steel 6 5 7 12
Ford 7 6 6 10
Socony Mobil 9 7 4 5
Midvale Steel 10

Sinclair Oil 15 16 16 15
Texaco 16 9 11 6
DuPont 18 12 9 7
Union Carbide 20 14
Standard Oil of Ind. 4 5 4
Standard Oil of Calif. 10 10 11
Shell 13 15

Gulf 15 12 8
General Theater Equip. 18

Kennecott 20 18

Koppers 17

Sears Roebuck 13
Westinghouse 16
Western Electric 20

Source: A.D.H. Kaplan, Big Enterprise in a Competitive Setting (Washington, D.C.:
Brookings Institution, 1962), 140ff.
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ing embrace of tariffs, most of the multinational bloc stayed with Re-
publican presidential hopeful Herbert Hoover who, though still os-
tensibly committed to the traditional cop position on tariffs, signaled
his willingness to countenance several multinational-supported poli-
cies: German (and other) foreign investment in the United States,
American investment abroad, and “unofficial” American intervention
in European affairs.!®

EcoNoMic CATASTROPHE AND “NATIONAL RECOVERY,”
1929-1935

The onset of the Great Depression opened a new phase in the
decay of the now creaking System of '96. As the depression grew
worse, demands for government action proliferated. But Hoover op-
posed deficit-financed expenditures and easy monetary policies.!®
After the British abandoned the gold standard in September 1931
and moved to establish a preferential trading bloc, the intransigence
of Hoover and the financiers locked the international economy onto
a collision course with American domestic politics. Increasingly
squeezed industrialists and farmers began clamoring for government
help in the form of tariffs even higher than those in the recently
passed Smoot-Hawley bill; they also called for legalized cartels and,
ever more loudly, for a devaluation of the dollar through a large in-
crease in the money supply.

Concerned, as Federal Reserve minutes show, at the prospect that
the business groups and farmers might coalesce with angry, bonus-
marching veterans, and worried by French gold withdrawals and
fears that not only farmers and workers, but leading bankers, might
go bankrupt, the Fed briefly attempted to relieve the pressure by ex-
pansionary open-market operations. But after a few months, the pol-
icy was abandoned as foreigners withdrew more gold and bankers in
Chicago and elsewhere complained that the drop in short-term inter-
est rates was driving down interest rates on short-term government
debt (and thus bank profits, which, given the scarcity of long-term
debt and the disappearance of industrial loans in Federal Reserve dis-
tricts outside of New York, now depended directly on these rates).2

Hoover’s commitment to gold, however, began driving inflation-
ist, usually protectionist, businessmen out of the Gop to the Demo-
crats. Their swarming ranks triggered a virtual identity crisis among
Republican party regulars. As familiar rules of thumb about the
growth of the world economy grew increasingly anachronistic, the
mushrooming sentiment for monetary expansion and economic na-
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tionalism scrambled the calculations of the contenders for the Dem-
ocratic nomination.

The developing situation called for the highest kind of political
judgment from aspiring presidential candidates. At this point a leg-
endary political operative came out of retirement to advise Franklin
D. Roosevelt. Colonel Edward House had been a longtime adviser to
Woodrow Wilson and was normally an ardent champion of low tariffs
and the League of Nations; but, perhaps most important for the first
New Deal, he was now closely associated with Rockefeller interests.?!
Along with the more famous Brains Trust, which functioned largely
as a transmission belt for the ideas of others, including, notably, in-
vestment bankers from Lehman Brothers, House helped chart Roo-
sevelt’s early path. It was calculated to blur his image and make him
acceptable to all factions of the party. Making overtures to William
Randolph Hearst and other like-minded businessmen, Roosevelt re-
pudiated his earlier strong support for the League of Nations, talked
rather vaguely of raising tariffs, and began showing an interest in
major revision of the antitrust laws.??

The tactics were successful. Coming into office at the very darkest
moment of the depression, with all the banks closed, Roosevelt
moved immediately to restore business confidence and reform the
wrecked banking structure. The real significance of this bank reform,
however, has been misperceived. With the world economy reeling,
the shared interest in a liberal world economy that normally (i.e.,
when the economy was growing) bound powerful rivals together in
one political coalition was disappearing. In this once-in-a-lifetime
context, what had previously been secondary tensions between rival
financial groups now suddenly came briefly, but centrally, to define
the national political agenda. With workers, farmers, and many in-
dustrialists up in arms against finance in general and its most famous
symbol, the House of Morgan, in particular, virtually all the major
non-Morgan investment banks in America lined up behind Roose-
velt. And, in perhaps the least appreciated aspect of the New Deal, so
did the now Rockefeller-controlled Chase National Bank.

In the eighteen months previous to the election, relations between
the Rockefeller and Morgan interests had deteriorated drastically.
After the crash of 1929 Equitable Trust, which Rockefeller had pur-
chased and in the late 1920s had sought to build up, had been forced
to merge with the Morgan-oriented Chase National Bank. The
merger caused trouble virtually from the beginning. Thomas W. La-
mont and several other banking executives allied with Morgan at-
tempted to block the ascent of Winthrop Aldrich, the brother-in-law
of John D. Rockefeller, Jr., to the presidency of the Chase. Their ef-
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forts, however, proved unsuccessful, and Aldrich quickly, if appar-
ently rather tensely, assumed an important role in Chase’s manage-
ment. But when Rockefeller attempted to secure a loan for the
construction of Rockefeller Center (which threatened [Pierre] Du-
Pont and Raskob’s Empire State Building, already under construc-
tion and unable to rent all its space with the collapse of real-estate
values), the bank seems not to have gone along. The chief financing
had to come instead from Metropolitan Life. An old dispute between
two transit companies, one controlled by the Morgans and the other
by the Rockefellers, also created problems.?*

Though sniping from holdover employees continued for several
years, operating control of Chase passed definitely out of Morgan
hands in late 1932. With longtime Chase head Albert Wiggin retiring,
Aldrich was announced as the next chairman of the bank’s governing
board, and plans were made to reorganize the board of directors.

In the meantime, the East Texas oil discoveries dropped the price
of oil to ten cents a barrel. This quickly brought the entire oil indus-
try to the brink of disaster. Becoming more interested in oil and do-
mestic recovery, and less in banking, the Rockefeller interests urged
a substantial relief program on Hoover, who brusquely rejected it.
Almost simultaneously top Rockefeller adviser Beardsley Ruml, then
still at the helm of the Spelman Fund and a prominent Democrat,
began promoting a complicated plan for agricultural adjustment. At
Chicago the Roosevelt forces accepted some of its basic concepts just
ahead of the convention.?*

Only a few days before the 1932 presidential election, Morgan
discovered that high Chase officials were supporting Roosevelt.2*
Colonel House’s daughter was married to Gordon Auchincloss, Al-
drich’s best friend and a member of the Chase board. During the
campaign and transition period, House and Vincent Astor, Roose-
velt's cousin and also a member of the reorganized Chase board,
passed messages between Roosevelt and Chase.?®

A few days after Roosevelt was inaugurated, Chase and the in-
vestment bankers started their campaign, both in public and in pri-
vate, for a new banking law. Aldrich made a dramatic public plea for
the complete separation of investment and commercial banking.
Then he began personally to lobby Roosevelt and high administra-
tion officials. As Secretary of Commerce Daniel Roper reported to
Roosevelt in March 1932:

I have had a very interesting and refreshing conversation with Mr. W. W.
Aldrich. . . . I also suggest that you consider calling in, when convenient
to you, Senators Glass and Bulkley and Mr. Aldrich to discuss the advisa-
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bility and necessity for dealing not only with the divorcement of affiliates
from commercial banks but the complete divorcement of functions be-
tween the issuance of securities by private banks over whom there is no
supervision and the business of commercial banks. We feel that this sug-
gestion should be incorporated in the Glass Banking Bill.2”

Aldrich also joined the ancestral enemies of the banks—William Ran-
dolph Hearst, Samuel Untermeyer, South Dakota senator Peter Nor-
beck, and others promoting Ferdinand Pecora’s investigation of J. P.
Morgan & Co. He cooperated fully with the investigation, promoted
“reforms,” and aided investigators examining the Wiggin era at
Chase. “I found Aldrich sympathetic to the last degree of what the
president is trying to do,” noted Colonel House to Roper in October
1933. House continued:

1 advised him to tell the Banking Committee the whole story. He is pre-
pared to do this, and has gone to the country today to write his proposed
testimony in the form of a memorandum, a copy of which he is to send
me tomorrow morning. He intimated that if there was any part of it that
1 thought should be changed he would consider doing so. . . . He tells me
that his Board is back of him and some few of the leading bankers. How-
ever, most of them are critical and many are bitter because of what they
term his not standing with his colleagues.?®

These efforts came to fruition in the Glass-Steagall Act. By sepa-
rating investment from commercial banking, this measure destroyed
the unity of the two functions whose combination had been the basis
of Morgan hegemony in American finance. It also opened the way to
a financial structure crowned by a giant bank with special ties to cap-
ital-intensive industry—oil.

With most of the (Morgan-dominated) banking community op-
posed to him, Roosevelt looked toward industry for allies. By now an
uncountably large number of firms, for reasons discussed earlier,
were actively seeking inflation and, usually, an abandonment of the
gold standard. For more than a year, for example, Royal Dutch Shell,
led by Sir Henri Deterding, had been campaigning to get Britain, the
United States, and other major countries to remonetize silver. At
some point—it is impossible to say exactly when—Deterding and his
American financial adviser Rene Leon began coordinating efforts to
secure some kind of reflation with James A. Moffett, a longtime di-
rector and high official of the Standard Oil Company of New Jersey,
and a friend and early supporter of Roosevelt.2?

While they campaigned to expand the money supply, a powerful
group of industrialists, large farm organizations, and retailers organ-
ized separately for the same general end. Led by Bendix, Remington
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Rand, and Sears Roebuck, they called themselves “The Committee
for the Nation.” As Roosevelt took over in the spring of 1933, contri-
butions from Standard Oil of New Jersey and many other industrial
firms were swelling this committee’s war chest.*® The committee was
vigorously pushing the president to go off the gold standard.

Working closely with sympathizers in the Treasury Department,
the banks fought back. Federal Reserve minutes show the Executive
Committee of the System Open Market Committee distinguishing be-
tween “technical” and “political” adjustments of the money supply,
with the political adjustments designed to head off demands for re-
flation 3! But the industrialists could not be denied. Moffett and Leon
found legal authority for Roosevelt to go off gold during the banking
crisis, when even the banks conceded the step to be briefly necessary.
Later the same pair teamed up to reach Roosevelt at the crucial mo-
ment of the London Economic Conference and persuaded him to
send the famous telegram destroying the hope for informal agree-
ments on currency stabilization devoutly wished for and almost
achieved by James P. Warburg and other international financiers.3?
Still pressured by the Committee for the Nation and the oil compa-
nies, Roosevelt embarked on his famous gold-buying experiments in
the autumn, driving most of the banks to distraction. Roosevelt also
continued with the National Recovery Administration, whose name
wonderfully symbolized the truly national character of the political
coalition forged by the extreme economic circumstances of the early
1930s: protectionist industrialists (whose ranks had been swelled by
the collapse of world trade), oilmen desperate for price controls, anti-
Morgan and pro-oil-industry bankers, and farmers.

PHoeNIXx RisEs: EcoNoMIc UPTURN AND THE RETURN OF
THE MULTINATIONAL BLOC

This first New Deal was desperately unstable. Once the worst
phase of deflation ended and the economy began slowly to revive,
industries with good long-term prospects in the world economy
would start exploring ways to resume profitable overseas business. In
time, this search would necessarily bring them back in the direction
of the international banks, which (with the obvious exceptions noted
above) generally opposed the NRa, and away from the economic na-
tionalists, for most of whom the NRa initially represented the prom-
ised land. In addition, the Nra’s halfhearted and incoherently de-
signed attempt to supplement price mechanisms with administrative
processes for the allocation of resources bitterly divided its natural
constituency of protectionist businessmen.
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Not surprisingly, therefore, the NRA began to self-destruct almost
from the moment it began operations. Free traders fought with pro-
tectionists; big firms battled with smaller competitors; buyers collided
with suppliers. The result was chaos. The situation was especially
grave in the oil industry. There the majors and the smaller indepen-
dent oil companies stalemated in the face of massive overproduction
from the new East Texas fields.3

As the industries fought, labor stirred. A bitter series of strikes
erupted as the ambiguous wording of the National Recovery Act’s 7a
clause, guaranteeing employee representation, came to be inter-
preted as securing “company” rather than independent trade
unions.?*

With the pressure beginning to tell on Roosevelt, he looked
around for new allies. He sponsored an inquiry into foreign eco-
nomic policy conducted by Beardsley Ruml, which recommended
freer trade. Simultaneously he allowed Secretary of State Cordell
Hull to promote reciprocal trade treaties in a series of speeches. The
prospect of a change in U.S. tariff policy drew applause from seg-
ments of the business community that had mostly been hostile to
Roosevelt. The Council on Foreign Relations sponsored a symposium
at which journalist Walter Lippmann declared that freedom itself
could probably not be maintained without free trade.3s

As the first New Deal coalition disintegrated under the impact of
interindustrial and class conflicts, Roosevelt turned more definitely
toward free trade. He pushed through Congress a new bill (bitterly
opposed by steel, chemicals, and other industries) giving Hull the au-
thority to negotiate lower tariffs and then let him build support for
the trade treaties.

The rest of the New Deal’s program stalled. With their public sup-
port already eroded, the Nra and other measures were declared un-
constitutional by the Supreme Court. Largely out of ideas, anxiously
eyeing the activity of the Left, the prospect of strikes, especially in the
steel industry, and sporadic urban disorders, Adoph A. Berle con-
veyed his deep pessimism to fellow administrators as they toured
New York and New England:

Mr. Berle stressed the need for prompt action in any program of eco-
nomic security. He dreads the coming winter. While the City of New York
has gotten along better in the past months than was to be expected, the
City’s finances are near the exhaustion point. Mr. Berle also states that
the “market” was “jittery” about the credit of the federal government.
Another complete financial collapse is distinctly possible if “Wall Street”
should decide to “dump” U.S. bonds, which Mr. Berle thinks it might be
foolish enough to do. The Communists are making rapid gains in New
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York City and the one thing that can save the city is very prompt action
which will give the people out of work something better than they now
have. The fiscal situation is such that the total costs of taking care of these
people cannot be increased. The prompt enactment of an unemployment
insurance bill and, if possible, old age pension legislation would have a
very wholesome effect. . . . Any unemployment insurance system adopted
should be put into operation at once, both to give new hope to the unem-
ployed and to bring in new revenue badly needed to take care of the
large numbers of people to be cared for at this time.%

In this, the darkest point of the New Deal, at the moment in which
other countries had terminated constitutional regimes, Roosevelt and
part of the business community began to discover the logic of a (sta-
ble) winning political coalition. The first successful capital-intensive-
led political coalition in history began dramatically to come together.

As national income continued its gradual rise, John D. Rockefel-
ler, Jr., and his attorney, Raymond B. Fosdick, voted a special grant
from the Spelman Fund to pay staff of Industrial Relations Counsel-
lors while they worked on social welfare legislation within federal
agencies. Then the capital-intensive big-business members of the
Commerce Department’s Business Advisory Council, led by Walter
Teagle of Standard Oil and Gerard Swope of General Electric, joined
leaders of the Taylor Society on an advisory committee whose task
was the preparation of the Social Security Act. Backed by Aldrich,
Harriman, Thomas Watson of 18M, George Mead of Mead Paper, the
Filenes, and a huge bloc of retailers and other corporations, the
group subcontracted preparation of the bill to International Rela-
tions Counsellors (where Teagle and Owen D. Young, the board
chairman of General Electric, were, or within months became, trus-
tees). With slight changes, that bill, with its savagely regressive tax on
payrolls, became the law of the land.%”

Almost simultaneously, the decisive legislative struggle over the
Wagner National Labor Relations Act came to a climax. Throughout
1934, strikes and work stoppages had mounted. In June 1935, the
National Recovery Act was due to expire, threatening to leave the
country without any machinery for processing class conflicts.*®

As Armageddon approached, the conservative American Federa-
tion of Labor (aFL) was becoming increasingly desperate. Roosevelt
had fairly consistently sided with business against it, and the federa-
tion was increasingly divided and rapidly losing control of its own
membership. According to AFL memoranda of the period, top union
officials were convinced that without a new labor relations law they
were going to be destroyed.*®

But while many big-business executives were sympathetic to the
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strongly conservative union’s plight (Alfred P. Sloan, for example,
wrote frankly that the arL had to be preserved because it constituted
a bulwark against communism),*® they adamantly opposed any exten-
sion of the legal rights of unions. Caught between the warring
groups, Robert Wagner of New York, the senator from the most per-
fectly representative capital-intensive state in America, began search-
ing for compromise while Edward Filene’s Twentieth Century Fund
opened a special inquiry. Working closely together, the Fund and
Wagner began considering alternatives. Shown drafts of a proposed
bill, the general counsels of U.S. Steel and most other industries
shifted into open opposition. Teagle and Swope, however, began
meeting with Wagner. What happened next is too complex to be fully
described here. All that can be said is that attorneys for the AFL
pressed the Twentieth Century Fund for a stronger bill; Wagner took
up some amendments Teagle and Swope proposed to the sections
defining unfair labor practices; a number of mostly Northeastern tex-
tile and shoe firms, which were hoping to stop the flow of jobs to the
South, promoted the legislation; and the Twentieth Century Fund
trustees (who included not only E. A. Filene but important members
of the Taylor Society and several other major business figures) joined
Mead, several tobacco executives, probably Swope, and perhaps Tea-
gle, in endorsing the bill. The fund then assisted the lobbying effort,
arranging testimony and helping to defray some of the costs Wagner
was incurring.!

Almost at the same instant, Roosevelt turned sharply away from
the proposals for more inflation and stronger federal control of
banking advanced by the Committee for the Nation and major farm
groups. For some time the administration had been buying silver (to
the great satisfaction of Western senators from silver-producing
states, Shell, and silver speculators the world over) but holding the
dollar firm against the pound. After ferocious infighting, the admin-
istration now accepted a compromise Federal Reserve Act of 1935.42
The measure contained provisions (ardently promoted by Chase
president Aldrich, who played a key role in the final negotiations)
reconfirming the separation of investment from commercial banking.
It also confirmed the supremacy of the Board of Governors in Wash-
ington over the New York Federal Reserve and the other regional
banks, as the Bank of America and other leading non—-New York
banks (including the chain controlled by Fed chairman Eccles) had
long desired.

Only days later, as Democratic party leader James Farley collected
cash contributions from oil companies, Roosevelt overruled Interior
Secretary Harold Ickes and established a compromise oil price con-
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trol scheme. With its implementation, the greatest of major American
industries achieved near-complete price control for a generation.

The powerful appeal of the unorthodox combination of free
trade, the Wagner Act, and social welfare was evident in the 1936
election. A massive bloc of protectionist and labor-intensive indus-
tries formed to fight the New Deal. Together with the House of Mor-
gan (which had reasons of its own to oppose Roosevelt), the DuPonts
recruited many of these firms into the Liberty League. They were
joined by some firms hoping to find a Republican candidate to run a
milder New Deal.#

But Standard Oil could not abide Alfred Landon, who had once
been in the oil business as an independent in Kansas. On the eve of
the Republican convention, Standard dramatically came out against
him.*® In addition, a furious battle raged in the Republican camp
over Hull's reciprocal trade treaties. Landon, who was at the moment
surrounded by advisers from major banks, including James Warburg
and figures from both Chase and Morgan, originally favored them.
But the Chemical Foundation and many industrialists were bitterly
opposed. At the Republican convention the latter group prevailed
during the writing of the platform. For a few weeks thereafter, how-
ever, it appeared that the free traders would nevertheless win out.
Landon repudiated that part of the platform and ran as a free
trader.*8

But the protectionists did not give up. Organizing many busi-
nesses into the “Made in America Club,” and backed by Orlando We-
ber of Allied Chemical and other top executives, Chemical Founda-
tion president Francis Garvan and journalist Samuel Crowther,
author of a book called America Self-Contained who enjoyed close ties
with many businessmen, began kamikaze attacks to break through
the cordon of free-trading advisers who were attempting to wall off
Landon. Eventually they succeeded in getting their message through.
Crowther optimistically noted, in a letter to Garvan in 1936, that
George Peek, Chemical Foundation adviser and staunch protection-
ist, had succeeded in getting Landon’s ear:

On the foreign trade and gold, Landon was extremely interested and he
gave no evidence of ever before having heard of either subject. . ..
George Peek went back and forth over this subject, in terms of Landon’s
own business, and Landon seemed thus to get a grasp of what it was all
about. . . . Peek hammered the subject of the tariff and of our whole for-
eign trade program and, although he could not say positively that Lan-
don accepted it as his paramount issue, he did believe that by the time he
left, Landon had begun to realize something and that he would go fur-
ther.¥? '
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Though Warburg and the other bankers repeatedly warned him
against it in the strongest possible terms, Landon began to waver. In
mid and late September his campaign began to criticize Hull’s trea-
ties.

His attacks alienated many multinationalists, who had watched
with great interest Roosevelt’s effort to stabilize the dollar. When,
after speeches by First National’s Leon Fraser and others, Roosevelt
opened negotiations with Britain and France, the New Deal began to
look like a good deal to them. It became still more attractive when the
Tripartite Money Agreement was announced in September and after
the Roosevelt administration raised reserve requirements on bank
deposits, as many bankers had been demanding. As Landon’s attacks
on the trade treaties increased (but, be it noted, while many of his
polls were holding up, including the Literary Digest’s, which had never
been wrong), a generation of legendary American business figures
began backing out of the Republican campaign. On active service in
war and peace, Henry Stimson, who had already backed the treaties,
refused to support Landon and withdrew from the campaign. On
October 18, as spokesmen for the Rockefeller interests debated issu-
ing a veiled criticism of the Liberty League, came the sensational an-
nouncement that James Warburg, who since his noisy public break
with FDR two years before had waged unremitting war on the New
Deal and frequently advised Landon, was switching to Roosevelt out
of disgust with Landon’s stand on the trade treaties. Only a couple of
days after Warburg released his rapturous public encomium to Hull,
Dean Acheson, Warburg’s friend and former associate at the Trea-
sury Department, did exactly the same thing. So did cotton broker
William Clayton, who also resigned from the Liberty League. On Oc-
tober 29 at

a mass meeting in the heart of the Wall Street District, about 200 business
leaders, most of whom described themselves as Republicans, enthusiasti-
cally endorsed yesterday the foreign trade policy of the Roosevelt Admin-
istration and pledged themselves to work for the President’s reelection.

After addresses by five speakers, four of whom described themselves
as Republicans, the Meeting unanimously adopted a resolution praising
the reciprocal trade policy established by the Roosevelt Administration
under the direction of Secretary of State Cordell Hull. . . . Governor Lan-
don’s attitude on the reciprocal tariff issue was criticized by every speaker.
They contended that if Landon were elected and Secretary Hull’s treaties
were revoked, there would be a revolution among conservative business-
men.*8

While the Republicans switched, the Democrats fought. The Bank
of America and New Orleans banker Rudolph Hecht, who was just
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coming off a term as president of the American Bankers Association,
bulwarked the “Good Neighbor League,” a Roosevelt campaign ve-
hicle. Lincoln and Edward Filene supported the president to the hilt,
as did sugar refiner Ellsworth Bunker, a major importer from the
Caribbean. Sidney Weinberg of Goldman, Sachs came back into the
campaign and raised more money for Roosevelt than any other single
person. Behind him trailed a virtual Milky Way of non-Morgan bank-
ing stars, including Averell Harriman of Brown Brothers Harriman;
James Forrestal of Dillon, Read; and probably John Milton Hancock
of Lehman Brothers.

From the oil industry came a host of independents, including Sid
Richardson, Clint Murchison, and Charlie Roesser, as well as Sir
Henri Deterding, James A. Moffett of Standard Oil of California,
W. Alton Jones of Cities Services, Standard Oil of New Jersey’s Boris
Said (who helped run Democratic Youth groups), and M. L. Be-
nedum of Benedum-Trees. Top executives of Reynolds Tobacco,
American Tobacco, Coca-Cola, International Harvester, Johnson &
Johnson, General Electric, Zenith, 18BM, Sears Roebuck, 1rT, United
Fruit, Pan Am, and Manufacturers Trust all lent support. Prodded
by banker George Foster Peabody, the New York Times came out for
Roosevelt, as did the Scripps-Howard papers.*®

In the final days of the campaign, as Landon furiously attacked
social security, Teagle of Standard Oil of New Jersey, Swope of GE,
the Pennsylvania Retailers Association, the American Retail Federa-
tion, and the Lorillard tobacco company (Old Gold), among others,
spoke out in defense of the program. Last, if scarcely least, the firm
that would incarnate the next thirty years of multinational oil and
banking, the Chase National Bank, loaned the Democratic National
Committee $100,000.

The curtain fell on the New Deal’s creation of the modern Dem-
ocratic political formula in early 1938. When the United States
plunged steeply into recession, the clamor for relief began again as it
had in 1933. Pressures for a revival of the Nra also mounted. But this
time Roosevelt did not devalue the dollar. With billions of dollars in
gold now squirreled away in the Fed, thanks to administration finan-
cial policies and spreading European anxieties, early 1930s fears of
hoarding and runs on gold had vanished. As a consequence, reflation
without formal devaluation or a revival of the Nra became a live op-
tion. Rockefeller adviser Beardsley Ruml proposed a plan for deficit
spending, which Roosevelt implemented after versions won approval
from Teagle and nearly all the important bankers, including Morgan.
Aldrich then went on NBc radio to defend compensatory spending
from attacks as long as it was coupled with measures for free trade
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(to the great annoyance of the DuPonts). Slightly later, the State De-
partment, acting in secret with the Chase National Bank, and in pub-
lic with the Catholic cardinal of Chicago and high business figures,
set up a committee to promote renewal of the Reciprocal Trade Act
in the wavering Corn Belt.5° They were successful. National income
snapped back and the multinational bloc held together. The fatal cir-
cle closed: for all the drama of the next half century, the national
Democratic party was permanently committed: it was now a party of
the comparatively advantaged, unified around the principle of com-
parative advantage, and simultaneously the party of the “people” (or
“labor”) opposed to the Republicans, the party of “big business.”

While scarcely profound or “magical,”! this process created illu-
sions that ran very deep. Cultivated by the press, nourished by in-
creasingly affluent business groups, and fiercely protected by two
generations of (often handsomely rewarded) scholars, this view of the
Democrats and the New Deal left ordinary Americans alternately
confused, perplexed, alarmed, or disgusted, as they tried to puzzle
out why the party did so little to help unionize the South, protect the
victims of McCarthyism, promote civil rights for blacks, women, or
Hispanics, or, in the late 1970s, combat America’s great “right turn”
against the New Deal itself.>? To such people, it always remained a
mystery why the Democrats so often betrayed the ideals of the New
Deal. Little did they realize that, in fact, the party was only living up
to them.

NOTES
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2 Why the Great Depression Was Great:
Toward a New Understanding of the
Interwar Economic Crisis in the
United States

MicHAEL A. BERNSTEIN

The essential point to grasp is that in dealing with capitalism
we are dealing with an evolutionary process. It may seem
strange that anyone can fail to see so obvious a fact. . .. Yet
that fragmentary analysis which yields the bulk of our propo-
sitions about the functioning of modern capitalism persis-
tently neglects it.

—Joseph A. Schumpeter

To tis day there exists no general agreement about
the causes of the unprecedented duration of the depression of the
1930s in the United States. Several contemporary observers at-
tempted to account for the Great Depression in terms of the collapse
of a “mature capitalism.” But after the war, their views appeared hys-
terical and exaggerated as the industrialized nations sustained dra-
matic rates of growth, and as the economics profession became in-
creasingly preoccupied with the development of Keynesian theory
and the management of the mixed economy. Nevertheless, the re-
fusal of the depression economy to react well to the numerous and
powerful potions devised for its recovery was then and remains now
a puzile for anyone involved in or concerned with the New Deal.

The protracted character of the Great Depression was the basis of
a dramatic and profound change in American institutions and poli-
tics. Indeed, except for Lincoln and the Civil War, it is hard to think
of another presidential admmlstrauon so singularly and exclusively
defined by a single great problem.* At no time, from the moment FDR
assumed office until, at the earliest, the outbreak of war in Europe,
did the depression recede from the forefront of national politics. It

32
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began and ended all presidential and party calculations. Like some
chronic disease that, despite occasional remissions, would not go
away, it mortally threatened not only the economy but the body pol-
itic. Every major piece of legislation that endures on the statute books
and in popular memory—the NRa, the Wagner Act, Tva, Social Secu-
rity, the Securities and Exchange Commission, mandated budget def-
icits—was addressed to its remedy. For eight years, the political for-
tunes of the Roosevelt regime crested and fell with each oscillation in
the stock market or lengthening of the bread lines. The persistence
of the depression scrambled political alliances and compelled New
Dealers to abandon one recovery policy after another. Corporatism,
state planning, trust-busting, and Keynesianism came and went and
came again and still the Great Depression proved incurable. Its very
intractability suggests that something more fundamental, immune to
all the experimental innovations of public policy, was awry at the very
core of the country’s economy. This essay attempts to probe that un-
derlying malady.

Although the American economy has suffered several financial
panics in its history, none has had the legacy of the panic of 1929. It
was not until the outbreak of war in Europe that industrial produc-
tion reached its precrash peak levels and the unemploy.ment rate fell
below a decennial average of 18 percent. There is no greater puzzle
in American economic history than the persistent failure of igvest-
ment activity during the depression of the 1930s to generate a full
recovery. Most economic theorists have tried to solve this puzzle by
focusing on what they conceive to be a variety of mechanisms that
interfered with the establishment of equilibrium in product, labor,
and capital markets after the trough was reached in 1932-33. In par-
ticular, it has been argued that obstacles to the appropriate adjust-
ment of prices and wages upset the nation’s marketplace, causing un-
precedented levels of idle capacnty and unemployment These
obstacles have been identified as ranging from “sticky prices” admin-
istered by highly concentrated and powerful firms, to excessively
high wages maintained by union pressure, political rhetoric, and, the
provisions of section 7a of the National Industrial Recovery Act. In
short, the prevailing view is that the persistence of the slump was the
direct outgrowth of distortions in price mechanisms imposed by large
firms, government, and labor unions.!

A price-theoretic approach to understanding the interwar slump
in general, and interwar unemployment in particular, has a great
many adherents and a not inconsiderable amount of intellectual ap-
peal. But it is not beyond empirical criticism and refutation. Prices
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fell by almost ope-third in the early thirties. The extent of so-called
administered pricing in producers’ and consumers’ markets in inter-
war America has never been shown to be very large. The proportion
of the American labor force that was organized in the interwar pe-
riod, while high by historical standards, was not as high as in other
industrialized nations where recovery obtained sooner. These facts
leave one unpersuaded that price (and wage) inflexibility explains the
longest depression in American economic history.

An older tradition in the literature, first formulated during the
depression itself, argued that modern capitalist economies inevitably
reached a stage of slow growth and ultimate stagnation. In particular,
some economic theorists and historians looked on the interwar pe-
riod of American economic development as the final stage of inter-
nally generated accumulation. They argued that the American econ-
omy was moribund by the 1930s, and was revived only by the impact
of wars, state expenditures, and the penetration of foreign markets.?
What the stagnation theorists focused on were those characteristics of
the early-twentieth-century economy which seemed to presage an
end to the endogenous growth of the system. By the interwar period
the geographic expansion of the United States had ceased, and so
had the dramatic rates of increase in infrastructural and heavy in-
vestment. Population growth had also slowed, along with the rate of
immigration. The opportunities offered by foreign markets were re-
duced by increasingly protectionist policies, and an unequal distri-
bution of income in the nation generated tendencies toward under-
consumption.

The stagnation theorists were right to root the Great Depression
in secular (that is, long-term) changes in the American economy.? But
the crucial secular change was not the permanent exhaustion of cap-
italism’s capacity for investment and accumulation—a theory ob-
viously belied by the performance of world capitalism since 1945—
but rather a new structure of consumer demand that had triggered
profound shifts in the composition of investment and industrial out-
put. By the 1920s, the structure of demand in the interwar American
economy reflected a long-term transition to what might be called
high-income spending behavior: from 1923 to 1929, for example,
consumer spending on clothing, housing, and utilities all fell while
spending on food, tobacco, household appliances, medical care, and
recreation rose.* As a consequence, patterns of investment changed,
encouraging a shift in both the composition of national output and
in the distribution of employment opportunities from the old to the
new sectors. But the financial crash “caught” the secular transition at
a very early and vulnerable point. In 1929 and 1930, those firms lo-
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cated in the dynamic sectors of the economy were simply not present
in sufficient numbers to lead a general economic recovery. It was this
interaction of business cycle and secular trend that accounted for the
length of the Great Depression, not the cycle or the trend alone.> Had
there been no financial disruption in 1929, the secular transition to a
consumer economy would have proceeded relatively smoothly. Had
the crash occurred at a later point in the long-term trend of devel-
opment, when the newer industries were more fully established, the
length of the disruption would have been significantly shortened.
Profitable new enterprises would have been more resilient to cyclic
setbacks. Their surplus funds would have been ample, and eventually
they would have been able to finance their own recovery. Most im-
portant, perhaps, business expectations would have been less de-
pressed, and net investment commitments would have increased at
an earlier date.

As a direct result of a secular rise in national income, new, more
affluent consumer markets emerged during the interwar period—
markets that showed greater potential and faster rates of growth than
others that had figured prominently in the past in total consumption
expenditures. In a certain sense, this changing pattern of consumer
demand was the result of the kind of behavior originally described by
Ernst Engel in his now classic studies of demand. Engel found that as
people grew richer, they spent proportionately less on basic foods,
clothing, and housing and more on manufactures and, as they grew
still more affluent, on services.® These shifts in consumer demand in
the interwar period had important macroeconomic consequences.
The new pattern of consumer demand differentially affected indus-
tries—benefiting some, harming others. The result was that an un-
even growth of industrial sectors became apparent even before 1929.
Certain major industries such as textiles, iron and steel, and lumber
saw their markets weaken; others, notably appliances, chemicals, and
processed foods, faced a new set of opportunities, but were not yet
sufficiently strong to sustain a high rate of macroeconomic growth.

Compounding the difficulty posed by the emergence of new con-
sumption patterns, interwar changes in the distribution of income
and the impact on the distribution of buying power occasioned by the
rapid deflation after the crash in 1929 played an important role in
hampering the recovery process. The lower 93 percent of the non-
farm population saw their per capita disposable income fall during
the boom of the later twenties. The evidence suggests that the inter-
war years offered relatively limited opportunities for the rapid devel-
opment of new mass markets.” Not until the 1940s and after was the
distribution of income sufficiently broad to allow for the full emer-
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gence of the markets and firms that were beginning to grow during
the interwar era. Although the high-income environment of the
1920s spawned a new composition of aggregate demand—due to
changes in middle-class spending behavior—it also created a demand
constraint on the growth of new markets in the form of a highly
skewed distribution of income. The severe cyclic reduction in dispos-
able income after 1929 only magnified this obstacle to the transfor-
mation of the structures of economic growth.

The distribution of buying power, distorted as it was by the
postcrash fall in the price level, also played a role in hampering the
timely growth of the dynamic sectors. By 1932 the purchasing power
of those still employed had risen greatly because of rapid deflation.
Insofar as these income recipients tended to be businessmen and
professionals, the demand for luxury items, high-priced durables
such as large cars, and nonessential services such as entertainment
and tourism, rose. Deflation did not, of course, bolster the purchas-
ing power of those who had lost their jobs, except to the extent that
they owned assets, borrowed funds, or received relief payments.
Thus, a falling price level did not strengthen consumption as a
whole; rather, it redirected consumer expenditures toward product
markets geared mainly to high-income recipients. This shift in de-
mand patterns intensified the difficulties of the industries most dam-
aged by the depression. Their markets shrank as the number of in-
active workers rose. In more dynamic sectors, the demand emanating
from those still employed was not large enough, nor was it suffi-
ciently dispersed among a broad spectrum of commodities, to gen-
erate a large advance in revenues and thereby a robust recovery.

The divergent growth potentials of American industries during
the interwar period can be broadly discerned from the changing pat-
tern of demand for capital goods by major manufacturing sectors.
Movements in the demand for capital goods indicate which industries
were expanding and which were contracting during the interwar
years. As the composition of final consumer demand changed during
the period, so the derived demand for investment inputs was altered.
The consumption patterns of the twenties favored the emergence
and expansion of certain industries and generated a slower rate of
growth, if not actual contraction, for others.®

For example, an average of 2.1 percent of the total real expendi-
tures on productive facilities in the American economy during the
twenties was made in the processed foods sector. That average rose
to 2.5 percent during the decade of depression, paralleling the
change in the share of consumer spending going to processed foods.
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By contrast, in the textile industry the mean was 1.54 percent during
the twenties and 1.2 percent during the thirties. The same shrinkage
occurred in the lumber industry, where the relevant figures are 0.8
percent in the 1920s and 0.4 percent in the 1930s. In the petroleum
sector there was expansion as the average share rose from 0.6 per-
cent in the twenties to 1 percent during the thirties. Certain relatively
new industries expanded quickly during the interwar years. Aircraft
production and chemicals manufacturing were two sectors where the
rate of investment in new productive facilities was high. There was
also a rise in investment in the manufacture of office machinery and
related equipment, absorbing an average of 3.3 percent of real total
domestic investment during the twenties and 3.9 percent in the thir-
ties. In iron and steel production there was also a moderate increase
in the investment share, but this expansion was limited to firms pro-
ducing for appliance, food container, and other new markets. The
automobile sector experienced a slight rise in its investment share,
but again such expansion was limited to firms producing newer styles
of cars equipped with what had previously been regarded as luxury
items.

Changes in investment activity offer a broad overview of the var-
ied experience of American industries during the 1929 downturn. A
closer examination of the source of these variations requires explicit
attention to the changing strength of particular markets during the
interwar period. Such an investigation helps to show the actual shifts
in patterns of consumer expenditure and sectoral investment. These
alterations in the composition of economic activity had profound im-
plications for the direction and speed of economic recovery in the
wake of the crash. Following are brief descriptions of how certain in-
dustries could benefit from and respond positively to the secular and
cyclic forces at work in the interwar economy.

Iron and Steel.

In the case of iron and steel firms, those least affected by the
Great Depression produced for newer markets in lighter steels and
in tin plate. The shift in markets experienced by iron and steel pro-
ducers in the interwar period may be seen in table 2.1. The down-
ward trend in railway and construction demand was due to the secu-
lar decline in population growth and the slower rate of territorial
expansion. Whatever strength in markets existed was found in such
sectors as food containers and miscellaneous manufacturing. Indeed,
once the depression occurred, steel plate and rails fell in importance
as a percentage of total industry shipments, while the rank of ship-
ments of black plate (for tinning) rose from seventh to third, and the
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TABLE 2.1
PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL STEEL OUTPUT
CONSUMED By MAJOR INDUSTRIES, 1922-1939

Industry 1922 1926 1929 1939
Railways 22 23.5 17 9.3
Construction 15 19.5 16.5 13.1
Automobiles 10 14.5 18 18.1
Oil, gas, mining 10 9.5 10.5 5.5
Export trade 7 5 5.5 6.5
Food containers 4 4 5 9.4
Machinery NA= 4 3 38
Agriculture 4 4 5.5 19
Miscellaneous 28 16 19 324>

Sources: Homer B. Vanderblue and William L. Crum, The Iron Industry in Prosperity
and Depression, 146; E. D. McCallum, The Iron and Steel Industry in the United States,
186; Iron Age, 117 (January 7, 1926), 7; Standard and Poor’s, Industry Surveys (June
27, 1947), section 2, pp. $3-s6.

2 Data not available.
b Includes pressing and stamping, and jobbers.

rank of strip steel rose from sixth to fourth. From 1925 to 1934, as
plate and rail manufacturing capacity fell, sheet mill capacity rose by
44.6 percent.’ Thus, profitable avenues of steel production shifted
from heavy structural markets to fabricators’ markets, consumer and
producer hardware, and new alloys.

The investment behavior of firms serving these markets demon-
strates their relative well-being in a time of severe economic distress.
For example, rolling mills continued investment during the 1930s
aimed at standardizing shapes and improving the ductility of the
product. The American Steel and Wire Company spent $4.7 million
in 1935 on new rod mills and wire machines; National Steel, the only
firm in the industry not to run a deficit in 1932, maintained an ag-
gressive investment policy with respect to its continuous hot-strip roil-
ing operations and was one of the few firms to maintain a flexible
pricing policy throughout the depression decade. Inland Steel Com-
pany, having served heavy-product markets throughout the 1920s,
altered the focus of its investment in the 1930s in order to shift “the
emphasis in production from heavy steel (rails, plates, structurals) for
the capital goods industries to lighter steel (sheets, strip, tin plate) for
the consumer industries.” It is not surprising, therefore, that of the
twelve largest steel companies, Inland and National secured the high-
est operating profits (13.1 percent and 9.2 percent, respectively, of
gross fixed assets) for the period 1936-40.1°
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With the onset of the crash, several major markets in iron and
steel contracted. Automobile output fell by almost four million vehi-
cles in the first three years of the downturn. Oil pipeline mileage built
in the 1930s was 60 percent less than the 1920s total. Construction
came to a halt. It was in the markets for light, flat-rolled steels (sheets,
strip, and tin plate) where earnings continued to grow. These steels
were used in the newer markets such as household appliances and
food containers (especially cans); their percentage of total industry
shipments rose from 25.8 percent to 40 percent later in the decade.
By 1938 the railroads consumed only 6.1 percent of the nation’s hot-
rolled steel, while abandoning eleven thousand miles of track by
1939. The automobile producers were similarly affected, their con-
sumption of steel falling by close to four million net tons from 1930
to 1932.1! It would take the advent of World War II to reverse this
decline in the heavy-products division of the industry.

Automobiles.

The automobile industry had two outstanding problems in the in-
terwar period: the slowing in the absolute rate of growth of its mar-
ket, due to a decrease in the growth rate of the population and a
general decline in the income held by most of the nonfarm popula-
tion, and the difficulty of stimulating demand for its product during
a depression. In the first three years of the Great Depression the
number of cars in use declined only-10 percent, but with the rela-
tively large number of new vehicles on the road because of the boom
of the 1920s, the amount of unused mileage per car (that is, service
life) rose 37 percent. Scrap rates of used cars consequently fell. There
was accordingly a dramatic shift in the age composition of the stock
of cars owned. An idea of the magnitude of the problem may be
gained from data on replacement sales. In 1913, three out of every
four cars sold in the United States were net additions to the national
total; by 1924 the ratio fell to one in every three; and by 1927 re-
placement sales accounted for three-fourths of total production. The
inevitable result occurred in 1931, when 755,000 fewer new cars were
made than the total number scrapped, replaced, or stored by owners.
Some firms were so concerned about the used car problem that they
attempted to ship used vehicles to foreign markets (where there was
no competition) and undertook payment schemes to reward dealers
for each used car scrapped. During the 1930s the industry “took
greater punishment than most others because a new car was not an
essential in a home where the breadwinner was out of work.”!2

It is difficult to distinguish between secular and short-run mech-
anisms contributing to the poor auto sales performance of the 1930s.
The immediate ‘cause, namely, the depressed purchasing power of
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the population, is obvious enough. But superimposed on this were
long-term developments in automobile and tire manufacture and in
road building that made cars last longer. Operating costs were also
falling because of improvements in fuels, lubricants, and repair tech-
niques. All these developments lengthened the service life of cars and
increased the impact of a fall in national income on the sales of new
vehicles. The “increased durability of automobiles [rendered] the in-
dustry more subject to large cyclical swings and [increased] its resem-
blance as regards economic position to residential building.”!*

Many automobile producers responded to the depression in clas-
sic fashion, by cutting prices. This created intense problems for in-
dependent companies producing luxury cars, such as Auburn, Due-
senberg, and Packard. Yet the price-cutting strategy was not overly
successful. The Maxwell Company (later to become Chrysler) had al-
ready experienced such a problem when in 1923 it cut prices on all
models by a hundred dollars and experienced no increase in sales. As
a result, by 1932 many firms in the industry hesitated to make sub-
stantial price cuts when their impact on revenues was uncertain and,
with lower volume obtaining, their effect could be catastrophic. Car
manufacturers found that sales could be stimulated more by changes
in the operating characteristics of their product than by lowering re-
tail prices—prices that represented only one-third of the cost of using
a car throughout its life.!

Many car manufacturers turned to style changes and technical in-
novation to increase sales volume. There were systematic attempts to
provide “more car for less money.” Vehicle weights increased, as did
wheelbases and horsepower ratings. Many of the changes provided
auxiliary instrumentation or minor additions. No real effort was
made to develop a simple, cheap “depression car.” Indeed, one such
experiment was a market failure. The number of engine models and
body types per make did not change. “The fact remains that instead
of tending toward offering ‘raw’ transportation [during the 1930s],
the cheaper cars of the period presented many features hitherto as-
sociated exclusively with the more expensive makes.” As part of this
nonprice response to poor sales performance, most automakers con-
tinued annual model design changes throughout the 1930s.!% Special
trade-in allowances on used cars and installment buying plans were
also introduced.

In the absence of a constant or rising rate of durable goods pur-
chases in the 1930s, automobile firms suffered relatively more than
nondurable goods manufacturers.!® The lessons of the depression
were well learned. After the artificial stimulus of wartime production
had played out, the industry moved into a new era of style develop-
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ment and technical change in the 1950s and 1960s. Moreover, until
the fuel embargo of the seventies, design and technical developments
focused on appearance, advertising convenience, and luxury rather
than on durability or efficiency.

Food Products.

Several factors were responsible for the dynamic behavior of food
producers during the thirties. Low consumer income generated by
the downturn appears to have encouraged the purchase of relatively
cheap and nutritious processed foods. Government expenditures for
unemployment relief may have further enhanced the demand for
such foods. The depression-inspired increase in the number of
homemakers holding jobs also qualitatively altered the demand for
food products. And there were long-term trends, involving the in-
crease in the spread of household appliances and automotive trans-
portation, that increased the derived demand for and access to pro-
cessed food products.’”

Short-run developments fit well with secular changes in technol-
ogy (in both the plant and the home) and the rising labor force par-
ticipation rate of women. It was only with improved methods of
home storage and preparation that cheaper food products could be
successfully marketed. In addition, the demand for appliances was
directly linked with the alteration in the sexual division of labor. The
increasing entrance of women into the labor force dated from the
end of World War I. It was not limited to young women. While the
participation rate of women twenty to twenty-four years old rose
from 37.5 percent in 1920 to 45.6 percent in 1940, that of women of
prime marriage age (twenty-five to forty-four years) rose even faster,
from 21.7 percent to 30.5 percent. The hardship of the depression
obviously encouraged greater labor force participation by women
from households where the primary income earner was idle or on
short time. Full-time domestic labor by women was virtually impossi-
ble in a period of massive unemployment. Consequently, demand in-
creased for cheaper foods that could be stored and prepared more
easily.’® Food producers responded to the long-term and cyclic op-
portunities that the 1930s provided. These opportunities were real-
ized by technical change, product innovation, and the development
of new methods of distribution.

Important developments in the techniques of food processing
dated from the end of World War 1. Most involved the preparation
of canned and frozen foods. By the thirties, these innovations had
reached the operational stage and attenuated the impact of the 1929
downturn. Although canning output fell off from 1929 to 1931,
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there was a swift recovery by 1935. In 1931, output stood at 160 mil-
lion cans of foodstuffs; by the end of the decade, this figure had more
than doubled. At the other end of the pipeline, retailers saw the merit
of canned foods in terms of their ease of storage, reliability of supply,
opportunities for advertising, and potential for customer self-service.
As can shipments increased and won an ever-increasing share in the
revenue of shippers, there were competitive reductions in transpor-
tation costs that further improved the canners’ market. The reduc-
tion in domestic working time, which increased as the depression
worsened, was compensated for by a greater reliance on canned
items. This was paralleled by investment in nutrition and agricultural
research (especially hybridization) and in machinery for the washing,
peeling, trimming, grinding, and cutting of raw produce.’®

Developments in frozen food processing were not as impressive
as those in canning. Nevertheless, they did play a role in stimulating
investment in the industry during the depression decade. Clarence
Birdseye sold his patents and trademarks to the General Food Cor-
poration in 1929 after many years of research. By 1930 the company
marketed a full line of frozen poultry, meat, fish, and sixteen vari-
eties of fruits and vegetables. Even so, the frozen foods market was
initially limited by the lack of refrigeration in homes and stores,
which in turn was due to technical bottlenecks and high costs.2° Im-
maturity in storage technology also brought into question the quality
and reliability of the product. This was especially the case with meats.
The low rate of consumer acceptance also had roots in the competi-
tion of retail butchers, who provided personalized attention to cus-
tomers. But there was substantial progress in expanding the frozen
foods market during the thirties. In 1933, for example, only 516
stores in the country had refrigeration capacity. That number grew
to approximately 15,000 by the end of the decade. As early as 1934,
easily accessible freezers for use in stores were commercially devel-
oped.?!

Associated with the dynamic impact of process and product in-
novation in food manufacture was the articulation of more efficient
and sophisticated mechanisms of distribution. Improvements in
packaging materials, cans, and glassware, called forth by the dyna-
mism of firms in the food industry, allowed for the wider and more
appealing distribution of the industry’s products. Concentrated food
retailing in the form of supermarkets increased enormously with the
pressures of reduced demand in the thirties. The scale economies of
supermarket retailing allowed for effective competition with the
small grocery store; they were due, in part, to the greater reliability
and variety of supplies that the large stores and chains developed.2
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From 1935, when there were 300 supermarkets in the nation, to
1939, when there were 4,982, the average annual increase in super-
market retailing was almost 1,200 stores. Linked with this marketing
development was the increased use of advertising in various media.
By 1932, the food industry ranked second among all manufacturing
sectors in annual expenditures on national magazine advertise-
ments.23

Petroleum and Chemicals.

The petroleum industry’s relative success in the 1930s was largely
due to long-run developments in related markets that stimulated the
demand for petroleum products and spurred technical progress and
product innovation. In addition, expansion in their markets encour-
aged aggressive marketing by oil companies, resulting in better dis-
tribution and sometimes lower prices.

The growth of automotive transportation in the thirties, 2 major
stimulus to the industry’s depression performance, continued a trend
dating back to the end of World War I. Coupled with this expansion
was a steady development in the surfaced road system that served to
enhance the demand for cars. In the ten years prior to the depres-
sion, highway mileage had already doubled. In the thirties, the in-
crease was slightly more than double. In the same period, exempli-
fying the increasing reliance of the population on automotive
transportation, the average annual consumption of gasoline per car
rose from 525 to 648 gallons. One in every 5.2 people regularly trav-
eled by car in 1929; that ratio rose to one in every 4.5 by 1941.2¢

Throughout the 1920s the automobile industry had improved its
product by increasing engine compression ratios and by moving up
to six-cylinder design. These developments, carrying over into the
depression decade, expanded the demand for gasoline both exten-
sively and with respect to quality. Larger engines required more fuel;
enhanced compression ratios required fuel with better octane ratings.
Refineries both expanded output during the thirties and continually
revamped their cracking technologies to improve the quality of gas-
oline. Linked with this derived demand from automobile users was
an increase in the need for lubricants that further improved refinery
revenues.?

The markets in home heating, aviation, and railroading also sup-
ported the petroleum industry during the depression. The advent of
the oil burner in the twenties, both in homes and in commercial es-
tablishments, generated an increased demand for refinery output.
From 1929 to 1941 this trend continued as the introduction of oil
heat steadily increased. The diesel locomotive created and expanded
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the demand for yet another distillate product. Just over 1.7 million
barrels of diesel fuel were consumed in the last four years of the
depression. And by the end of the decade, an entirely new sector—
aviation—made its- presence felt, demanding still newer refinery
products for its equipment.2®

As in the petroleum sector, firms in the chemical industry profited
from new market linkages and techniques of production during the
depression. Of major importance was the drive to innovate, both to
cut costs and to meet the needs of downstream industries for new and
better products. As a result, the focus of investment activity in this
industry during the thirties was on technical innovation and product
development rather than on simply seeking a rebound in standard
output and sales. The bulk of the derived demand for chemical prod-
ucts came from the rayon and petroleum producers and, to a lesser
extent, rubber, metals, and paper corporations. Radio and motion-
picture production generated an increased need for chemicals. Tan-
ners, soap boilers, paint mixers, and glassmakers also populated the
chemical producers’ market more heavily than ever before. Auto-
mobile firms increased their purchase of such inputs as rubber com-
pounds and synthetic lacquers and also stimulated more metallurgi-
cal research in order to improve chassis and engines. And the
depressed conditions prevailing gave added incentive to investment
to improve on output recovery rates and the utilization of the wastes
and by-products of reactions.?’

In petroleum and chemical production, improvements in technol-
ogy and innovation in products were intimately linked. During the
thirties, efforts dating to the previous decade to achieve continuous
processing came to fruition and provided a cheaper alternative to the
earlier batch production of chemicals and petroleum distillates. The
downturn of 1929 stimulated further efforts to reduce costs. For pe-
troleum producers, major emphasis was placed on the development
of new refining methods; in chemicals, the concern was to automate
the control of reaction temperature, pressure, volume, duration, and
other attributes such as pH level.?

Stone, Clay, and Glass Products.

Building materials and glass typically exhibit a high degree of sen-
sitivity to movements in the business cycle because the sales of the
sector depend on the (also cyclically volatile) volume of construction
activity. But from the mid-1930s on, this industry performed remark-
ably well. Long-term developments in market opportunities, along
with the impact of government policies in the short run, made this
possible.



INTERWAR ECONOMIC CRISIS 45

For the glass division, secular developments were particularly im-
portant. High import tariffs, along with the inflated wages that they
encouraged, aided the early development of modern glassmaking
from 1880 to 1920. By 1915, the nation met its own glass needs and
created a surplus for export for the first time. The rise of the auto-
mobile industry after 1900 bolstered the market for plate glass that
had previously been limited to construction needs. And although
Prohibition and the demise of gas lighting lowered the demand for
bottles, globes, and chimneys, other markets were developed that
provided further opportunities for growth.2

From the turn of the century, the industry embarked on an era
of development based on new processes and products. Perhaps most
important for this growth between 1890 and 1920 was the tenfold
rise in the demand for glass in food packaging. Glass became the fa-
vored choice of food processors because of its relatively low price, its
superiority in holding vacuum seals, its sanitary properties, and its
virtues as a display device to aid sales. Further, its unique flexibility
with respect to coloring, size, and shape allowed for distinctive trade-
mark designs. The Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 enhanced the
public’s confidence in the quality of prepackaged foods, and the act’s
insistence on specified weight tolerances (to avoid fraud) increased
the demand for uniform glass containers.3?

During the depression, the glass industry benefited from the con-
tinued growth of new markets for its output. The spread of electrifi-
cation stimulated the demand for refrigerated foods, many of which
were packaged in glass, and for electric bulbs—a wholly new product.
During the thirties, increases in the demand for lighting and pack-
aging glassware were mostly uninterrupted. From mid-decade on,
electrification (both private and New Deal inspired) was a crucial as-
pect of this development, because of both its direct effect on the de-
mand for light bulbs and its indirect effect (given the spread of re-
frigeration) on the demand for glass food containers.

The surprisingly strong performance of the building materials di-
vision in the latter half of the thirties reflected government expendi-
tures on residential and public-facility construction. The Works Prog-
ress Administration alone built or renovated 2,500 hospitals, 5,900
school buildings, 1,000 airfields, and 13,000 recreation sites.?!

It appears, therefore, that the relative success of this industry was
due to a combination of factors. The development of new consumer
markets provided a secular stimulus to the glass division. Govern-
ment stabilization and relief policies during the depression aided the
building materials producers. Both secular mechanisms and the in-
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tervention of government lent this industry a dynamism that served
it well during the crisis of the thirties.

The changing composition of consumer and investment demand,
combined with the cyclic problems of the early thirties, generated a
severe structural unemployment problem. The limited size of the dy-
namic sectors made the absorption of the unemployed exceedingly
difficult. The net result was a continuation of the unpropitious de-
mand conditions facing the economy as a whole. Any large increase
in employment had to come from a general revival of all sectors.

A comparison of net investment data for the 1930s with the inter-
war ranking of industries with respect to their share of national em-
ployment and value of output provides further demonstration of the
uneven development of major industries that interfered with recov-
ery. In table 2.2, the evidence shows that sectors where net invest-
ment recovered relatively quickly after the trough of 1932 had low
shares of national employment and national value-product. Con-
versely, those industries that in the interwar period accounted for
large shares of employment and output engaged in little if any net
expansion in the immediate wake of the crash. Notable examples of
the former are food products, tobacco products, chemicals, and pe-
troleum products—precisely those sectors most stimulated by the new
patterns of consumer spending at the time. Of the latter, the best
demonstrations are afforded by textile mill products, lumber prod-
ucts, primary metal industries, and transportation equipment.

Thus, a massive structural unemployment problem emerged dur-
ing the thirties that in the absence of an exogenous shock like war
would have taken some time to solve. But this problem, which began
to emerge prior to 1929, was not derived from interferences with the
price mechanism of labor markets. Rather, it was one of mobilizing
the necessary capital, information, and confidence to retrain and
reallocate the labor force in conformity with prevailing employment
trends and opportunities. Indeed, there had been a steady decline
since the early twenties in the percentage of national employment ac-
counted for by the manufacturing and construction sectors. The
same decline took place in agriculture and mining. In the service in-
dustries, such as transportation, trade, finance, selected services, and
government operations, there was a rise.?2 Even if there had been no
financial crash in 1929, these trends show that structural unemploy-
ment would have been a recurrent problem in the interwar period.

The Great Depression must be viewed as an event triggered by
random historical and institutional circumstances, but prolonged by
the timing of the process of long-term industrial development in the



TABLE 2.2
DATA ON INDUSTRIAL RECOVERY IN THE 1930s

Net investment in Share of national Share of national
equipment as percentage  employment by value-product by
of 1929 level rank rank

Industry 1937 1938 1939 1931 1933 1935 1931 1933 1935

Chemicals and

allied products 369.9 256.6 401 32 27 25 20 18 14
Stone, clay and

glass products 850.3 4229 3063 29= 300 24 46= 40= 41]-
Petroleum and

coal products 1319 50.1 212 23 22 21 8 2 4
Tobacco products 130.2 85.6 159.6 19 54> 67> 10 11 10
Food and kin-

dred products 178.2 61.2 1157 18 13+ 14 1< 1 2
Nonelectrical

machinery 96.9 585 1489 NAY NA NA NA NA NA
Apparel and other .

textile products 326 Neg-sc 1144 15 127 18 190 20 19¢
Rubber and plas-

tic products 222 148 74 30 28 32 27 27 22
Transportation

equipment 34.7 8 53.2 12 18 8 2 4 1
Paper and allied

products 274 86 295 20 19 17 14 13 12
Primary metal

industries 386 Neg. Neg. 4 2 1 5 3 3
Fabricated metal

products 187 253 1002 NA NA NA NA NA NA
Printing and

publishing Neg. Neg. Neg. 16 15 13 4 5 7

Leather and

leather products 19 Neg. 3.6 36 3 38 36 34 35
Lumber and

wood products Neg. Neg. Neg. 5 7 3 25 23 18
Textile mill

products Neg. Neg. Neg. 3 3 3 3 3 3

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of Manufactures, relevant years; U.S. Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics, Capital Stock Estimates for Input-Output Industries: Methods and
Data, Bulletin 2034, 1979; U.S. Internal Revenue Service, Statistics of Income, relevant
years; L. Chawner, “Capital Expenditures for Manufacturing Plant and Equipment—
1915 to 1940,” Survey of Current Business (March, 1941); L. Chawner, “Capital Expen-
ditures in Selected Manufacturing Industries,” Survey of Curvent Business (May, 1941);
L. Chawner, “Capital Expenditures in Selected Manufacturing Industries—Part I11,”
Survey of Current Business (December, 1941). I am indebted to Charles Bowman of the
U.S. Department of Labor and John Musgrave of the U.S. Department of Commerce
for providing me with some unpublished data used in this table.

= Glass products only. 9 Data not available.
b Cigarettes only. ¢ Neg. indicates net disinvestment in relevant year.

< Meat packing only. f Men's clothing only.
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United States—in particular, by a transition in the structure of con-
sumer and investment demand in the interwar period. The financial
machinery of the American economy, caught in heavy deflation, was
not equal to the task of pushing open the doors to the patterns of
growth characteristic of the postwar era.

The problem of delayed recovery and the peculiar difficulties cre-
ated by the incipient reordering of America’s industrial structure in
the 1930s were quickly overcome by World War I1. The war provided
a twofold stimulus. The more mature industries of the interwar pe-
riod were brought out of their doldrums by the particular demands
of making war. The new industries were pulled along by government
orders, both through their contribution to a general increase in eco-
nomic activity and through their particular demands on sectors such
as petroleum, chemicals, electronics, and aviation. Indeed, the war
itself spawned the development of other new industries, products,
and processes. Thus, the 1940s helped to lay the foundation of pros-
perity in the 1950s and 1960s. Indeed, it has been suggested that war-
time production and military procurement during the Korean con-
flict, cold war, and Vietnam War have been responsible for the
prosperity of the American economy in the entire postwar era.33

By the 1970s, however, the postwar prosperity of the American
economy was in jeopardy. Much like the crisis of the interwar period,
the persistent instability of the seventies raised fears about the long-
term viability of capitalism and made a mockery of the optimism of
the “New Frontier” and the “Great Society.” Indeed, in the 1970s, the
performance of the American economy was somewhat similar to that
of the 1930s. In both decades, the growth rate of the gross domestic
product (that is, the gross national product net of output produced
abroad to which residents have title) fell after several years of robust
expansion. Unemployment rates reached disquieting levels, and the
attendant downturns were persistent rather than transitory. At the
beginning of each of these decades, profound exogenous shocks—in
one case, the stock market crash; in the other, skyrocketing oil
prices—triggered the difficulties that followed. And in both cases for-
midable political and intellectual obstacles prevented the adoption of
appropriate countercyclic policies.

If in fact the 1970s seem, in economic historical terms, to be sim-
ilar to the 1930s, is this the result of a simple isomorphism or is there
a deeper connection? It may be that the technical requirements of
making war (in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s) and confronting the
perceived Soviet challenge in the cold war, while providing a fiscal
stimulus, interfered with the kinds of innovation and economic dy-
namism necessary for continued growth. For example, during the
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1930s the Ford Motor Company began experimenting with the de-
velopment of plastic car bodies. Such research was abandoned with
the inflow of war orders in 1939. The American steel industry by
1950 was ready to engage in the full-scale development of new mech-
anized processes and the scaling-down of capacity in anticipation of
the shrinkage of wartime orders. The Korean conflict reversed this
trend. It is now well documented that the strategic weapons buildup
of the early sixties, along with the escalation of the space program to
undertake a manned mission to the moon, slowed the rate of tech-
nological innovations in those markets in which the American econ-
omy has been challenged in recent years. And some experts say today
that the Strategic Defense Initiative of the Reagan administration in-
appropriately distorted an entire generation of research in applied
physics, engineering, and aeronautics. The “spillover” effects of mil-
itary research may not be as profound or useful as proponents have
suggested.

Innovative effort was the key in the thirties and remains essential
today to the sustained development of the capitalist economy. Al-
though certain industries in a given stage of development may prosper
or wane, individual firms may transcend the exigencies of the secular
process. Some of course do not; they constitute the failures of busi-
ness life. But for those enterprises willing and able to develop new
products, revamp existing production technologies, and engage in
newer and more aggressive forms of distribution, continued accu-
mulation is the prize. The more firms there are in an economy that
can adapt and change in these ways, the better off the aggregate
economy will be at a given point in time and the faster it will grow.
Wartime mobilization and procurement jeopardize the possibility of
renewed productive lives for specific firms insofar as they divert at-
tention from invention and focus it upon uniformity, regularity, and
volume. To be sure, some military contracts require for their execu-
tion the fabrication of entirely new plant, equipment, and tools (the
building of sophisticated aircraft and naval vessels is an obvious ex-
ample). But even here, it may be that for the economy as a whole
there are few resources and little energy left for innovative drive in
the production of consumption goods or of capital goods used in the
production of consumption goods.

Wartime stimuli and defense spending, although providing a gen-
eral expansion of the national product that can aid the emergence of
new industries and techniques and protect the sales of more mature
sectors, may also encourage a technological conservatism that has
negative long-run consequences. Had the American automobile in-
dustry developed plastic car bodies in the 1930s, had the steel indus-
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try developed more mechanized processes as early as the mid-1950s,
would the hardships afforded by foreign competition obtain in the
U.S. economy to the same extent today? This speculation implies that
America’s contemporary foreign competitors, whose industries were
rebuilt after war in the relative absence of military demands, may be
enjoying the consequences of the “Arsenal of Democracy” of the
1940s, 1950s, and more recent decades.

How ironic it was that World War 1I laid the basis for a new era
of government intervention in economic affairs. The fiscal experi-
ence of the war years gave confidence for the postwar use of govern-
ment tax and spending policies to “tame” the business cycle. But the
war had another legacy: the emergence of a military-industrial com-
plex. Military-industrial procurement during and since the forties,
while it afforded temporary support for the growth of the national
economy, interfered with the more qualitative development of the
economy with respect to technology, labor training, and managerial
skill. A decline in productivity growth-rates and international com-
petitiveness has been the inevitable and unfortunate outcome. The
business cycles of the last two decades have as a consequence been
quite difficult to subdue. What the war gave us by way of an educa-
tion in policy-making has perhaps now proved less useful. For it also
interrupted and deformed the continuing evolution and growth of
the American economy. The Great Depression of the 1930s places
this present-day misfortune in sharp relief.
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3 The ‘Labor Question’

STEVE FRASER

I

Wien Franklin Roosevelt first appeared on the na-
tional stage of American public life, as a youthful assistant secretary
of the navy, many of his contemporaries considered the ‘labor ques-
tion’ the primal problem confronting the Western world. Even in the
United States, where socialist and labor politics had barely scratched
out a beachhead, the ‘labor question’ nonetheless assumed this onto-
logical status. Thus, on the eve of World War I, Louis Brandeis
noted, “The labor question is and for a long time must be the para-
mount economic question in this country.”! But even that was an un-
derstatement. Everyone from Woodrow Wilson to Big Bill Haywood
acknowledged that the ‘labor question’ was not merely the supreme
economic question but the constitutive moral, political, and social di-
lemma of the new industrial order.

From Versailles, President Wilson cabled Congress:

The question which stands at the front of all others amidst the present
great awakening is the question of labor . . . how are the men and women
who do the daily labor of the world to obtain progressive improvement in
the conditions of their labor, to be made happier, and to be served better
by the communities and the industries which their labor sustains and ad-
vances??

For a president facing a world undone by war and revolution, the
‘labor question’ was fraught with danger. For others, like progressive
ideologue Frederick Howe, it contained an exalting revelation:

My own class did not want such a world {a world of equality—SF]. And
there was but one other class—the workers . . . Labor would not serve
privilege . . . By necessity labor would serve freedom, democracy, equal
opportunity for all . .. The place for the liberal was in labor’s ranks . . .
My political enthusiasm was now for a party of primary producers.?
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Momentarily, the editors of the New Republic were swept away:

We have already passed to a new era, the transition to a state in which
labor will be the predominating element. The character of the future de-
mocracy is largely at the mercy of the recognized leaders of organized la-
bor.¢

For some, answering the ‘labor question’ thus promised not only
to permanently alter the relationship between Labor and Capital, but
in so doing to eliminate the immorality of exploitation, the social in-
equality and antagonism fostered by great aggregations of wealth, the
threat to democratic politics represented by overbearing corporate
power and pelf, and even the causes of global and imperialist war.

Along with FDR, a whole political generation matured during this
“golden age” of the ‘labor question’—men and women later princi-
pally responsible for the great reforms and realignments of the sec-
ond New Deal: Felix Frankfurter and his band of political lawyers,
including Ben Cohen, James Landis, Tom Corcoran, Alger Hiss, and
future cro chief counsel Lee Pressman; future cabinet members
Frances Perkins, Harold Ickes, and Henry Wallace; senatorial New
Dealers Robert Wagner and Robert LaFollette, Jr.; cio founders John
L. Lewis, Sidney Hillman, Clinton Golden, and Len DeCaux; social
engineering reformers Harlow Person, Jett Lauck, and Morris
Cooke; and future NLRB chairmen Edwin Smith, William Leiserson,
and Harry Millis. Yet within the new political and industrial order
they helped create, the ‘labor question’ no longer resonated with its
accustomed power. By the time of Roosevelt’s death in 1945, it had
been eclipsed not only as the animating problem of national politics,
not only as the unsolved central dilemma of the social order, but even
as the “paramount economic question in this country.”

Paradoxically, however, just as the ‘labor question’ receded like
some faint echo from the distant political past, the new labor move-
ment rose in a crescendo of industrial and political power. Indeed, if
the new Democratic party crystallizing around the reform agenda of
the second New Deal was not a mass labor party, it was nonetheless a
party very much resting on the labor movement, on the insurgent cio
particularly. Somehow the political chemistry of the New Deal
worked a double transformation: the ascendancy of labor and the
eclipse of the ‘labor question’.

This metamorphosis was clearly marked by (1) the dying away of
the antimonopoly movement and its venerated ideology of produc-
tive labor as the core of oppositional politics; (2) the gradual repu-
diation of all third- or labor-party pretensions by the c10 leadership;
(3) the legalization and federalization of industrial unionism and its
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subordination to the rule of administrative law under the Wagner
Act; (4) metaphors of social integration, such as “security,” “con-
sumption,” “interest,” that supplanted metaphors of pariahdom like
“rights” and “power”; (5) the replacement of the “workers control”
of 1919 by “full employment” in 1946 as the animating issue of the
postwar period; and (6) a global New Deal, not socialism, that circum-
scribed the far horizon of labor’s vision.

By the end of World War II, the overriding issue in domestic af-
fairs (arguably even in the realm of international politics) had become
the American Standard of Living. The asL was, in a sense, the fa-
vored answer to the ‘labor question’, draining it of its moral preemi-
nence, its political threat, and its elemental social significance. The
struggle over power and property, which had supplied the friction
and frisson of politics since at least the Gilded Age, was superseded
by the universal quest for more—goulash capitalism. Mass politics re-
placed class politics. Labor ceased to be a great question or even a
mass movement containing within it the seeds of a wholly new future.
As an institutionalized interest group it had become part of the an-
swer, contributing to and drawing its just deserts from the cornuco-
pia of American mass production and consumption.

Yet a question yawns. How was it that “Labor” came to be both
fundamentally more important yet fundamentally less threatening to
the American polity, to its newly created administrative state and its
new ruling coalition?

An answer converges from two directions: (1) transformations in
the macrodynamics of national politics culminating in the crystalliza-
tion of a new political elite whose prescriptions for economic reform
and recovery mated well with the social psychology and organiza-
tional imperatives of the new labor movement; (2) profound, if
largely invisible, revolutions in the micropolitics of production and
consumption, in the very anthropological framework of working-
class life out of which the ‘labor question’ originally arose.

* k¥

When, in the era of World War I, workers all over the world
raised the cry for workers’ control, they did so from the standpoint
of a skilled elite (both industrial and pre-industrial) whose whole way
of life was threatened with extinction, or at least marginalization, by
the new forces of Fordism and Taylorism. But artisanal and indus-
trial craftsmen were not the only ones to challenge the prevailing sys-
tem of authority at work. ‘Industrial democracy’, a rubric as evocative
and imprecise as “workers’ control” but considerably more respecta-
ble, commanded equally widespread attention. The war and postwar
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period turned out to be the occasion for a plethora of experiments in
redesigning the architecture of power at the workplace and even be-
yond the workplace. Works councils, shop delegates, profit sharing,
corporate parliaments, all inspired visions, some would say delusions,
of social partnership, of a new democratic dispensation where once
the martial imperatives of coercive hierarchy commanded obedience.

The New Republic, aware that democracy was being subjected to
“tests of unprecedented severity throughout the world,” concluded
that democracy’s future “depends . . . upon the capacity of employers
and workers to harmonize democratic ideals of freedom with the vol-
untary self-discipline essential to efficient production.”® Industrial
democrats like Felix Frankfurter were at pains to point out the need
for independent vehicles of working-class representation. A commu-
nity of progressive jurists and liberal-minded industrial engineers,
along with circles of politically active businessmen, sought ways of re-
storing some sense of democratic participation to the otherwise stul-
tifying regime of mass production, a regime that could no longer take
for granted the submissiveness of its subjects. Ludlow and Lawrence
before the war, Seattle and Pittsburgh after it, marked the longitude
and latitude of a new geopolitics of class where armed confrontations,
immigrant risings, municipal general strikes, and mass industrial
unionism menaced the terrain. Equally unsettling, if less visible, was
the disintegration of the traditional system of patrimonial authority
of departmental foremen in mass production industries like auto
where the costs of instability were becoming exorbitant, especially
among the growing class of semiskilled workers. Somewhere, it was
hoped, amid all the contending blueprints for industrial democracy,
was a well-designed escape from “the bitterness of class war and the
horrors that have paralyzed Russia.”®

Notwithstanding the thousand and one subtle nuances of mean-
ing, ‘industrial democracy’ was an idea whose time had come—or so
it seemed. Yet so much was expected by so many from this proposed
marriage of industry and democracy that no one could with confi-
dence predict the health or longevity of the offspring, or, for that
matter, whether a marriage subject to so many crosscutting desires
might not fall apart without issue. Thus, industrial democracy might
conceivably evolve as 2 new system of domination, that snare and de-
lusion warned of by the Wobblies and cynically plotted by more hard-
boiled industrialists. For those radical and skilled denizens of the
modern factory, however, carriers of a democratic and egalitarian
tradition already generations old, industrial democracy plausibly
promised an end to hierarchy, centralized authority, and the degrad-
ing fragmentation of skills; it seemed, in a phrase, a new vehicle of
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liberation. For a heterogeneous milieu of personnel managers, social
workers, efficiency experts, labor relations professionals, and social
science academics; for socialists whose watchword was progress and
progressives whose shibboleth was social partnership; for reformers
loyal to the hoary tenets of antimonopoly politics and reformers like
Frankfurter and Brandeis who deployed the populist rhetoric of an-
timonopoly to express an entirely new industrial dispensation; and
for a small circle of socially conscious trade unionists, industrial de-
mocracy suggested a social compromise, the ‘British way’, a new sys-
tem of integration for a society so explosively fractious it sometimes
seemed, in the superheated atmosphere of war and revolution, on
the verge of disintegration.

11

The Taylor Society, the institutional home of scientific manage-
ment, had drifted steadily to the left during and after the war. Until
Taylor’s death in 1915, the American “science of management” was
very much management’s science. It was elitist and totalitarian in
spirit, evincing a kind of nineteenth-century Stakhanovism whose
Benthamite utilitarian psychology lacked any sense of the need for
cultural transformation arising out of the destruction of craft and
peasant cultures.

After Taylor’s death the Society’s formal conception of the indus-
trial polity became increasingly syndicalist, envisioning the demo-
cratic integration of functional groups in a rationalized production
system. Industrial relations mediators like William Leiserson, person-
nel managers like Meyer Jacobstein, scientific management consul-
tants like Harlow Person, all of whom would play conspicuous roles
in the labor politics of the New Deal, knew that the era of the “Prus-
sian method” needed to end. Industrial authority should rest on the
consent of the governed, so to speak, not merely because that was
only fitting in a society so saturated in the maxims of liberalism, but
because those precious psychic and social energies unleashed by the
process of autonomous, self-imposed discipline were simply not
reachable through the imperious command of others.

Their outlook tended to converge with that of certain progressive
trade unionists—Sidney Hillman particularly, who was lionized by
progressives everywhere as the architect of a ‘new unionism’. Within
the men’s clothing industry Hillman helped fashion a new system of
labor relations that embraced scientific management on condition
that it be accompanied and accomplished by mechanisms of demo-
cratic—that is, union—control. Hillman, in collaboration with leading
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members of the Taylor Society, especially Cooke, Otto Beyer, and
Harlow Person, as well as Frankfurter and economist Leo Wolman,
sought both to introduce the rule of law on the shop floor—a consti-
tutional order for labor-management relations—and install scientifi-
cally determined standards of production, formulated and agreed to
by all parties. What really made the ‘new unionism’ new, and so ap-
pealing, however, was Hillman’s distinctive genius for translating the
axioms of industrial democracy into the lingua franca of dozens of
shop-floor ethno-cultures.”

Up until this time, the new science of personnel management was
deployed almost exclusively among the English-speaking skilled
craftsmen. The immigrant unskilled were left to the less subtle min-
istrations of the “Prussian method.” People like Leiserson and Cooke
were convinced that the ‘new unionism’ of the acw opened up an
incomparably more felicitous avenue of acculturation and socializa-
tion by inviting the participation of the new immigrant working class
in a controlled system of trade union and industrial decision making.
They rejected both the facile belief in some natural harmony between
Labor and Capital as well as the fatalism that conflict between them
was inevitable and irreconcilable. This new techno-managerial and
social science milieu saw in the formal procedures of industrial de-
mocracy a way “to obtain the consent of employees to their continued
participation in the further development of the capitalist mode.”
What was required, then, was not only a major reform in the organ-
izational mechanics and jurisprudence of industrial labor relations,
but a root-and-branch transformation in the social and psychological
dynamics of the workplace.®

Cooke not only encouraged the growth of particular trade unions,
but proposed the creation of national unions to facilitate planning in
the economy at large. Moreover, Cooke’s version of economic plan-
ning—in contradistinction to the artificial scarcities achieved or at
least hoped for by trade associations and oligopolies in older indus-
trial sectors—assumed that “in itself any increase in the production
of essential commodities is a desirable social end.” Consequently, in
the twenties the Taylor Society became the crossroads for a set of
newer, mass-consumption-oriented industries—mass merchandisers
like Filenes and Macy’s; urban real estate developers like the Green-
field interests in Philadelphia; newer investment banks that under-
wrote the mass consumer sector like Lehman Brothers and Goldman,
Sachs; mass-consumer-oriented banks with diversified investments in
real estate, fire insurance, furniture, lumber, the movies, agricultural
finance, and various consumer services like Bank of America and the
Bowery Savings Bank; industries like clothing, housing construction
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and supplies, dry goods, office equipment and supplies, appliances;
capital goods suppliers to mass market producers; a wide variety of
producer service organizations including management consultants
and foundations—all associated with the exponential growth in the
size and depth of the urban mass market.?

Cooke’s 1928 presidential address to the Taylor Society antici-
pated the next decade’s agenda of industrial reform: “The interests
of society—including those of the workers—suggest some measure
of collective bargaining. ... Effective collective bargaining implies
the organization of the workers on a basis extensive enough—say
nation-wide—as to make this bargaining power effective.” Inevitably,
he argued, in an economic world of complex interdependence, one
populated with “national trade organizations; national and even in-
ternational standards and sales syndicates; the vertical and horizontal
integration of widely different industries, inter-industry research or-
ganizations; and in ‘combinations’ of one sort and another,” adversar-
ial industrial relations must “gradually give way” and labor organiza-
tions would be given “that functional status in the industrial process
which is now denied.” It was essential, from the standpoint of effec-
tive management, Cooke maintained, “to look upon some organiza-
tion of the workers, such as labor unions, as a deep social need.”

In this “new day of scientific management, high wages and stan-
dards of living, mass production, quick changes, cooperation, me-
chanical improvement,” it was necessary to have strong labor organi-
zations “ready to grapple with any group of employers guilty either
of cupidity or industrial illiteracy.” A mass-consumption economy
and culture, Cooke noted, was recasting the immemorial struggle be-
tween the haves and the have-nots. It was no longer a matter of “the
full dinner pail,” but “the full garage”; now gasoline rather than
bread and perhaps later a “share in the world’s highest culture” were
at stake. Cooke was equally alert to the dangers of “craft sectarianism
and job separatism” that plagued the aFL, making it averse to any
kind of organizational experimentation. The organized labor move-
ment was compelled to adjust or perish.!®

As a premonition of the main organizational, economic, and po-
litical objectives of the new labor movement one could scarcely ask
for more—or from someone better positioned to simultaneously as-
sess the internal dynamics of labor and industry. One can say more.
A decade before Flint and the Memorial Day Massacre, a Great
Depression away from the general strikes of Minneapolis and San
Francisco, several AFL conventions prior to John L. Lewis’s celebrated
assault on William Hutcheson, the c1o already existed. It existed, that
is, strictly as a managerial-political formation. On the eve of the
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depression it had a strategy—national industrial unionism; a social
perspective—functional integration within a finely reticulated, inter-
dependent economy of complex, large-scale bureaucratic organiza-
tions; a political economy—planned, expanded production and state-
sanctioned redistribution of income in the interests of security and
consumption; a general staff—not only Hillman and Lewis but their
key economic and social engineering advisers including Cooke, Jett
Lauck, Harlow Person, and Leiserson; a cadre school—Brookwood—
where such key future cio operatives as Kathryn Pollack Ellickson,
John Brophy, Eli Oliver, David Saposs, and dozens of anonymous
trade union militants, who would go on to become the organizers of
the Steel Workers Organizing Committee, the Packinghouse Workers
Organizing Committee, the Textile Workers Organizing Committee,
and the like either taught or studied; and an ideology—industrial de-
mocracy, the Marxism of the professional middle class, wise to the
class antinomies of industrial society but sanguine enough to believe
in their pacific supersession by science and abundance.!!

Most fundamentally, the cio already existed as an embryonic stra-
tegic alliance, its incipient leadership already integrated, via the left
wing of the scientific management movement, into the political circles
around Frankfurter and Brandeis. These circles included such po-
tentially potent influentials as Senators Norris, Wagner, and La-
Follette; lawyer activists outside the labor movement including Tom
Corcoran and Ben Cohen, and those already or soon to be invited
inside the family of labor, including Lee Pressman, Max Lowenthal,
Nathan Witt; and progressive social and political activists such as
Frances Perkins and Harold Ickes. Those political relationships also
entailed ties to institutional networks of businessmen, labor-minded
social scientists, and unorthodox economists gathered around the
Twentieth Century Fund and Russell Sage Foundation, or, like Wad-
dill Catchings and William T. Foster, associated with consumer-ori-
ented investment houses. While something far less coherent than a
shadow government, it was nonetheless a new political elite whose
legislative and administrative innovations during the second New
Deal would decisively shape the political and economic ecology within
which the c10 would discover its niche.

HI

Yet what made all the political scheming and social dreaming so
agonizingly imprecise was that no one had any really firm idea of just
what the message of industrial democracy meant—at ground level—
first of all to those politically alert circles of industrial artisans; sec-
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ond, to the newest and fastest growing species of industrial labor, the
semiskilled machine tender; last, to the massed, silent armies of the
new immigrant working class. Indeed, especially in the last case, no
one could even be sure the message had penetrated their ranks at all.

From the standpoint of the craft militant, the advent of bureau-
cratic-hierarchical management atop a system of mass, semiskilled
production represented a root-and-branch expropriation of his social
existence and identity. Partisans of workers’ control movements, cer-
tainly the most uncompromising of industrial democrats, resisted
both before and after the war the inexorable processes of de-skilling
and the evisceration of what has been called the “culture of control.”
Ushered in by scientific management, with its chronometry, its im-
personally determined and externally imposed piece rates, bonus sys-
tems, and job ladders, its ingenious designs for serial production to
be undertaken by a whole new class of semiskilled operatives, this
new industrial order promised the social extermination of a whole
social species. In this beleaguered world, the ‘labor question’ re-
mained what it had always been since the heyday of the social gospel
in the Gilded Age and earlier—not only or even primarily a class
question, but a moral one, a matter of autonomous manhood, of re-
demptive brotherhood and communal rebirth.'?

All of this had very little to do with the toils and troubles of those
old-world peasants suffering the irremediable process of marginali-
zation. For Italian, Polish, and southeast European casual laborers
and unskilled factory operatives, who poured in and out of the coun-
try in extraordinary numbers until the war ended transatlantic travel,
the ideology of productive labor and the program of workers’ control
exerted little appeal. In the heart of Pennsylvania steel country, east-
ern European immigrants remained old-country “worker-farmers,”
tending and in part subsisting on their small garden plots. Arriving
from decomposing peasant societies, they were already familiar with
mobile, migratory agricultural and urban wage labor and the cash
economy. But the experience was so recent and unsettling that the
desire for survival, security, and above all for landholding remained
potent. Wages in the New World were hoarded in the hope of repro-
ducing the valued landed social structure of the Old. Socially, these
cultures in transit remained profoundly deferential.!®

Indeed, for the most recently arrived unskilled, who lacked polit-
ical perspective or experience with voluntary, non-kinship-based or-
ganizational life—without a vision of the industrial world put to-
gether differently—resistance to industrial society was only outwardly
similar to that of their more skilled and assimilated co-workers. Their
strikes—Lawrence before the war, the steel strike immediately after
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it—more closely resembled episodic communal rebellions—peasant
jacqueries or the rising of the fascio in Sicily—than they did acts
rooted in the immediate experience of work itself. These prospective
“citizens of industry,” even as they became naturalized citizens in the
1920s, were concerned less with the procedural formalities of indus-
trial due process, and more with securing the ancient attachments of
kin and community corroded by the factory and the market. For
them the moral codes of industrial democracy—the spiritual hygiene
of disciplined work, economic group and individual self-interest, the
iniquity of ascribed values—were at first less than compelling.!

In the end, however, the power of industrial rationalization
proved ineluctable. The worlds of the impassive peasant and craft
militant were undermined utterly, especially during and after the war
as the regime of mass production extended its reach across the in-
dustrial landscape. The gap between them closed, or rather was filled
by a new generation of workers, bound neither to the communal re-
publicanism of the skilled elite nor to the patriarchal traditionalism
of the Old World.

During the two decades preceding the depression the very cate-
gory of common labor and its ganglike structure became far less com-
mon. Attention was reoriented to the individual’s performance. A
new species of semiskilled machine tender emerged, whose work de-
manded a new repertoire of talents—judgment, observation, control,
and measurement, as opposed to the undifferentiated routines of the
unskilled. The electrification of production, observed Cooke and
Philip Murray, created a new emphasis on “sustained attention; cor-
rect perception, quick reaction”; on nervous poise and intelligent co-
ordination. By its very nature such work was subject to more system-
atic and finely tuned external control and monitoring, at which
scientific management excelled; it also elicited new habits at and away
from work. Together with the alchemic powers of the mass market
and mass culture, whose impact on the desires and behavior of the
second-generation immigrant was already conspicuous by the 1920s,
it helped fashion the new labor force. And it was precisely this new
species, the heterogeneous and more individuated precipitate of var-
ious traditional ethno-occupational milieux—often the urbanized
sons of immigrants and urbanized blacks as well as “native” Protes-
tant workers—who, precisely because they had lost their anchorages
in the closed cultural world of kin, craft, community, and culture,
became the natural constituency of industrial democracy and the
cro.!s

The rise of the semiskilled worker, organically connected to the
processes of mass production, did not of course entail the instanta-
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neous obliteration of the industrial and urban crafts. Tool and die
makers, die setters, and factory maintenance mechanics, for example,
persisted and resisted the ravages of the depressed economy. In the
auto and electrical industries, tool and die makers and machinists es-
pecially comprised the indispensable cadre of the new industrial
unions, the uaw and the UE. If semiskilled operators comprised the
CI0’s mass constituency, it was a certain kind of skilled worker, expe-
rienced politically as well as in trade union matters, who supplied the
movement’s élan and organizational genius.'®

But skilled workers comprised a milieu heterogeneous in back-
ground. They included both production and nonproduction work-
ers. Some were quite secular and even anticlerical; others were at-
tracted by liberal currents of Catholic social thought then deeply
dividing the church.

Often in the United States for several generations, or immigrants
from the British isles, skilled workers frequently were experienced
trade unionists, and not infrequently acquainted with some version
of radical labor or nationalist politics—the Pan-Slavic revolutionary
nationalism of the Serbs and Croats, for example, or the syndicalism
of Italian artisans or the belligerent atheism of Lithuanian or Bohe-
mian “free thinkers.” And yet their motivations were often at the
same time deeply conservative. The depression, and the accompany-
ing downgrading of skilled jobs (both with respect to pay and job con-
tent), presented a mortal threat to their social status, about which
they were acutely conscious: “We were just part of the common mass,
you might say. And that’s what got us really thinking a lot about
unionism,” remembered an early UE activist. The locus of uaw sup-
port was often in body plants where de-skilling was intense among
metal finishers and welders who were often responsible for the waves
of quickie strikes and shop-floor struggles for control that followed
the Flint sit-down. For such people the cIo, at least in part and par-
ticularly in its emphasis on meticulously defined seniority provisions,
was a protective device with which to defend hard-won social posi-
tion.?

While the machinists and tool and die makers of the uaw and UE
invariably comprised the militant and radical democratic cadre of the
cl1o, other industrial craftsmen, especially among urban tradesmen
and non-production-line workers, were more tradition-bound, less
deracinated. Their status-consciousness was embedded in patterns of
neighborhood, ethnic, and familial solidarity. For them, shop-floor
politics were an extension of the politics of civil society. In even the
most cosmopolitan and industrialized urban centers—the “Back of
the Yards” neighborhood of Chicago, for example, or in the more
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isolated, self-absorbed ethnic worlds of Pennsylvania steel towns with
their own saloons, groceries, butchers, bankers, newspapers, and
clothing stores—small-scale, self-contained ethnic social economies
reproduced in relative isolation social hierarchies in which craftsmen
enjoyed an honored position even if employed by the corporate
world outside the ethnic community. Members of the Steelworkers
Independent Union, for instance, men of skill and self-conscious
dignity, were also opposed to the centralizing tendencies of industrial
unionism and were bound up in the exclusionary fraternal world of
the Knights of Pythias. In Flint, a self-conscious labor aristocracy
dating from the carriage- and wagon-making era maintained close
relations with the local business elite and was separated by a wide
gulf of material possessions, social status, and security from the
emerging migratory milieu of southeastern Europeans and Appala-
chians.!®

The influence of these skilled traditionalists on shop-floor politics
extended far beyond their own circle, precisely because of their social
and cultural hegemony within the circumscribed universe of work-
ing-class neighborhood and ethnic life. Within the factory, first-gen-
eration unskilled immigrants—for whom work was an unadulterated
curse from which they withdrew into the worlds of the tavern and
fraternal lodge and the family’s religious and secular rituals—were
tied by customary relations of deference to their skilled, more worldly
brethren. The very sociotechnical structure of industrial work gangs
reinforced traditional deferential relations because of the nearly ab-
solute power exercised by skilled gang leaders over the nature, du-
ration, and pace of work, which imparted an intimidating vulnerabil-
ity to the work experience of these immigrants. A network of
authority thus linked the top and the bottom of the occupational hi-
erarchy and generated in certain respects a deeply conservative com-
munity with an abiding respect for the institutions of private prop-
erty, if not capitalism. After all, most Slavic and Italian peasant
immigrants hailed from areas of marginal, small-scale, not latifundist
agriculture, where the sense of property rights remained strong. For
many, the fatalism, restricted mobility, patriarchy, and moral and ed-
ucational parochialism of the old-world village were reinforced by the
exigencies of industrial and urban life.!®

For a long time, these hierarchical and organic relationships had
defined the internal political dynamics of many AfL unions. The c1o
insurgency immediately threatened the customary power and pres-
tige of these shop-floor elites. New occupational groupings of semi-
skilled machine tenders were themselves often ambitious, eager to
perform a variety of jobs and advance up the job ladder. Ambitious-
ness about work—they “wanted better jobs, cleaner, mechanized, with
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some skills"—extended into the realm of consumption. Such ambi-
tions were threatened by the depression. Especially as the wage dif-
ferential between skilled, often German and Irish, tradesmen and the
semiskilled narrowed, the former sensed a threat to established pat-
terns of power and status, a mortal threat to the prerogatives of a
craft-based and ethnically homogeneous elite self-conscious about its
purported racial and cultural superiority.20

Meanwhile, the newer, historically more fluid sector of the shop
floor—the semiskilled—was more ethnically dissociated, less en-
meshed within networks of kin and community. For second-genera-
tion Italians, for example, the structures of patriarchal authority
were already decomposing through exposure to schools and work
outside the family and community. And, if anything, southern Ital-
ians tended to be more village oriented and less mobile than many
Slovaks, Rumanians for example, among whom nationalism had
some time ago supplanted more parochial attachments. Among var-
ious Slavic populations the courtship and marriage patterns of the
second generation became noticeably less rigid and endogamous.
Neighborhood ethnic parishes were gradually “Americanized” as old-
country feasts, distinct village liturgies, local patron saints, and
processionals were replaced by a more austere and devotional sacra-
mental orthodoxy. The workplace became a site of resentment as the
universalist criteria of merit and individual performance clashed with
the real structures of racial-ethnic authority: “We didn’t want to live
like Hunkies anymore . . . treated like trash.” Quintessentially urban,
with a functional and instrumental but not existential relationship to
their work, far more integrated as consumers into the mass market
and more influenced by the media of mass culture than their parents,
this new species of worker came closer to resembling Marx’s “prole-
tariat”—rootless, dispossessed, functionally interchangeable—than
anything yet seen in America.?!

Precisely because they were often alienated from the extended
family, excluded from the charmed circle of craft, and instead inte-
grated into the public worlds of work and citizenship more by bu-
reaucratic than by primordial ties, they were receptive to the message
of industrial unionism. However, the cio might have remained little
more than a general staff and officers corps without the electrifying
electoral victory of 1936, which unleashed a mass movement of un-
precedented militance and tactical boldness.

Iv

The mass political mobilization of the thirties, enlisting legions of
new voters from among the new immigrant working class (both in its
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first and second generations) and shaking the Democratic party to its
foundations, should be considered ontologically prior to the mass la-
bor struggles of the period. Even the great strikes of 1933-34—Min-
neapolis, San Francisco, Toledo, the textile general strike—and the
near general strikes in auto and steel, even the waves of union orga-
nization that crested and receded under the frail wings of the Blue
Eagle, were themselves politically inspired—inspired particularly by
the NRra’s clause 7a, which Lewis compared with the Emancipation
Proclamation. Strikes and union organizing were in effect attempts
to implement purported presidential policy.?

Labor—its leadership as well as its rank and file—looked to Wash-
ington, sensing that its fate hinged on the outcome of great struggles
between contending elites for control of the new government and its
administrative machinery. By mid-1935, when the Supreme Court’s
Schecter decision outlawed the Nra, the outlook was grim. The AFL’s
timidity demoralized thousands initially excited by 7a, while the po-
litical paralysis that plagued the anodyne recovery administration
crippled whatever real potential it may have once possessed to im-
prove labor standards and encourage unionization. But if Schecter
seemed a declaration of war from the Right, it also served to mobilize
the “keynesian” left, those mass-consumption-oriented political and
business circles on the left wing of the New Deal. Simultaneously,
populist and third-party movements proliferated, pressuring a tem-
porizing president to abandon efforts at mollifying the hysterical
business and political old guard. Between mid-1935, beginning with
Roosevelt’s reluctant endorsement of the Wagner Act, through the
great landslide of 1936—that is, before the emergence of the cio as
a mass organization—all the legislative essentials of the “second New
Deal”—the Wagner Act, the Social Security Act, the second banking
act, the public utility holding company act, the wealth tax act—were
installed. It was that triumph, one that penetrated key administrative
agencies and executive departments as well as vital congressional
committees, which helped transform the c1o from a strategic blue-
print into a mass movement.

The relationship between the “second New Deal” and the ‘new
unionism’ was organic. Above all, the “welfare state” was expressly
designed by its chief architects to encourage and stimulate mass con-
sumption: state intervention in the labor market, along with the
state’s credit policy, urban renewal, and so on, were tactical devices
for achieving that larger strategic purpose.

Frances Perkins put it well as early as 1933: “As a Nation, we are
recognizing that programs long thought of as merely labor welfare,
such as shorter hours, higher wages, and a voice in the terms and
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conditions of work, are really essential economic factors for recovery,
and for the technique of industrial management in a mass production
age.”?® Similarly, the Wagner Act was expressly designed, by the sen-
ator, his chief economic adviser Leon Keyserling, and Isador Lubin,
a close associate of Hillman’s, as a device with which to both civilize
and stabilize the politics of production and as part of a more general
economic recovery program premised on expanded mass consump-
tion.24

Alexander Sachs, an economist once associated with Lehman
Brothers, not only shared this sympathy with industrial unionism, but
expressed well the broader struggle over the structure of the political
economy of which it was a part. In a memorandum to General John-
son, critical of some of the corporatist-inspired thinking that would
culminate in the NRa, he cited as causes of the depression “policies
which had the effect of sterilizing wealth and credit resources” as well
as a lack of flexibility and initiative on the part of large corporations
“sicklied o’er by the pale case of laissez-faire and liquidity complexes.”
The federal government, he argued, ought to sponsor public works
and credit for housing and consumer durables. He feared instead
that what was to become the NRa would, like the German cartel sys-
tem, have the effect of “congealing the inflated capital values of the
speculative era.”?*

The “speculative era” had long been the béte noire of the circle
of lawyer-politicians gathered around Frankfurter and Brandeis.
People like Benjamin Cohen, Thomas Corcoran, James Landis, and
others, had never been wide-eyed worshipers of the free market. Be-
ginning with Brandeis, they had all represented large corporations
and investment houses—although invariably ones outside the orbit of
the Morgan and Kuhn Loeb interests. Brandeis and Frankfurter, as
architects of industrial democracy, maintained working relations with
the Taylor Society and mounted their critique of overbearing corpo-
rate power in part from the standpoint of its strangulating inefficien-
cies. They shared a much more sophisticated view about the relation-
ship between technology and economic concentration, while
retaining a wise skepticism about the morals and motives of old-style
corporate managements. For them, federal coercion was an unavoid-
able part of an assault, expressed ultimately in securities and banking
and utilities legislation, on an older, entrenched bloc of infrastruc-
tural and primary goods industries and their financial allies in the
investment banking community—circles committed to the open shop
and opposed to the redistributive implications of a mass-consumption
economy. This “securities bloc” was responsible in their eyes for the
economic arteriosclerosis referred to by Sachs.?
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The cio strategists, including not only Hillman but Jett Lauck,
Lewis’s principal adviser on broad matters of political economy,
shared this view about the relationships between industrial unionism
and the restructuring of the political economy. Having played a sig-
nificant role in the drafting of the Nra’s labor provisions, Lauck’s ad-
vice to Lewis during the fateful years of the middle thirties empha-
sized the need for government intervention and regulation to expand
production, redistribute income, and expand mass purchasing power
and government credit. And in 1934 he broached the idea of the
uMw leaving the AFL to start a new labor federation.?’

From Lauck’s point of view, the politics of production were but
one element in a social and political chemistry of greater complexity:
the emergence of modern centralized industrial unions rooted in
mass production, informed by modern managerial strategy, devel-
oping within the context of mass culture and consumption, and
linked to a reform government in the national arena, was the frame-
work within which the more intimate battles of the factory floor and
union hall would take place. If the cio helped fabricate a “new
man”—existentially mobile, more oriented to consumption than pro-
duction, familiar with the impersonal rights and responsibilities of
industrial due process—then this new social identity was inconceiva-
ble apart from a political elite in command of the state, committed to
a program of enlarged government spending, financial reform, and
redistributive taxation, presiding over a reconstituted coalition in the
realm of mass politics.

The cr10’s debt to Roosevelt was thus from the very beginning
greater than the president’s obligations to the cio—and the new labor
leadership knew it. The c1o of course staunchly supported all the
administration’s labor and welfare initiatives, and often from a dis-
tinctly keynesian point of view. Its loyalty to Roosevelt was practically
unconditional. It even included the administration’s most bitterly
contested attempts at court-packing and executive reorganization de-
signed to strengthen the youthful agencies of the administrative state
against enemies in Congress and the judiciary. When Lewis and Hill-
man created Labor’s Non-Partisan League to politically mobilize in-
dustrial workers on behalf of Roosevelt’s reelection in 1936, they did
so in full consultation with, if not at the behest of, the administra-
tion’s chief political operatives, including Farley, Berle, and Frank-
furter. There was a real spiritual compatibility as well. At this, the
zenith of the New Deal’s reform zeal, the language of labor and the
language of executive power were indistinguishable; the Non-Parti-
san League excoriated the “manipulators of other people’s money
and the exploiters of other people’s labor” and proclaimed a “battle
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of the masses against the classes, of the people against the economic
royalists.”28

This concordance of views and interests permeated the prolifer-
ating agencies of the new administrative state. The Labor Depart-
ment under Perkins was of course sympathetic. She was largely re-
sponsible for Hillman’s initial elevation to a position of national
political prominence under the NrA. Senator LaFollette, a longtime
proponent of collective bargaining and keynesian reform of the po-
litical economy, used his subcommittee on civil liberties to actively aid
c10 organizing drives. The subcommittee’s chief counsel, John Abt,
was close to the cp and would subsequently become Hillman’s per-
sonal legal counsel. Subcommittee personnel conferred regularly
with c10 cadre on the timing and content of testimony designed to
expose the tyrannical and violent practices of the country’s leading
industrial corporations, especially in the steel industry. Job-hopping
between the civil liberties committee, the NLRB, and the swoc was
common.?®

Above all, the NLRB embodied this marriage of New Deal and new
labor movement. It was conceived and administered to promote in-
dustrial unionism and at the national level was populated by sympa-
thizers like Edwin Smith, Saposs, Nathan Witt, and others. The
board’s jurisdictional rulings openly favored the cio and infuriated
the aFL. Most galling and threatening to the preeminence of the ArL’s
skilled elite was the board’s definition of the ideal bargaining unit as
the largest practicable one. No wonder that aFL sachem Frey bitterly
remarked to board chairman Madden early in 1937 that “there is an
impression growing every day that your agents are definitely c10.”%

From the fall of 1936 through the summer of 1937 the industrial
insurgency from below—beginning with the Flint sit-down and
spreading irresistibly from sector to sector and city to city—moved in
synchrony with the reform impulse from above. By mid-1937 the
state agencies responsible for human capital and infrastructural de-
velopment, for planning and for regulating the flow of public and
private credit, were run by this newly empowered keynesian elite: the
Labor Department under Perkins and the Interior Department un-
der Ickes; the NLRB, and the agencies of relief and public works un-
der Hopkins; the National Resources Planning Board run by
Beardsley Ruml and Frederick Delano; the rRea under Cooke and
John Carmody; the various housing and mortgage finance agencies;
and of course the Federal Reserve under the keynesian tutelage of
Marriner Eccles. Together they comprised the “welfare state.” And it
was this “state” that the c10-LNPL leadership exalted.
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But other regions of the executive branch, not to mention sub-
stantial portions of the Congress, state legislatures, and municipal
governments remained hostile to this new public policy perspective
and program. Moreover, the mass-consumption—industrial-unionism
strategy had yet to win a following among a great mass of entrepre-
neurs and wide sections of the middle class. Thus, the state itself be-
came a locus of activity for contending elites, for the suddenly artic-
ulate armies of the shop floor, for the organizational dynamics of
electoral politics and the brute force of the marketplace. It was a dan-
gerously centerless system, tending toward dispersion. Any shift in
the fortunes of the new regime would immediately reverberate
within the cio.

As the reaction against the Roosevelt administration set in, more
or less coincident with the deep recession of 1937-38, it was apparent
that the rise of the New Deal and the c1o were generating powerful
countercurrents within the working class. The fratricidal civil war
that erupted within the infant vaw between the Homer Martin fac-
tion and those tenuously allied groups led by cadre from the Socialist
and Communist parties was symptomatic. The Martin group was di-
verse. There were Appalachian migrants raised on fundamentalist
religion and racism who, once in Detroit, were sometimes recruited
into the ranks of the Black Legion and Ku Klux Klan and evinced a
deep, almost racial-religious, antipathy to the Polish Catholics of the
city’s industry. There was as well a heavy admixture of Coughlinite
urban, Irish and German Catholics, largely mechanics, carpenters,
electricians, and plumbers, first organized in 1934 with Father
Coughlin’s help through the Automotive Industrial Workers Associ-
ation, centered in Chrysler’s Dodge Division. They were elitist and
attracted by the corporate authoritarianism of the Little Flower’s
priest.3!

Martin’s following evinced a deep antipathy toward the more sec-
ular, cosmopolitan, racially mixed, and often anticlerical if not irreli-
gious, milieu under the radical leaderships of the socialist Reuther
brothers and Adolph Germer or the Communist caucus led by
George Addes and Wyndam Mortimer. Martin played on such anx-
ieties in speeches and radio addresses that accused the ci10 leadership
of being tied “directly to Moscow.”3?

As the case of Homer Martin also suggests, the anthropological
fault line not only divided the cio from the AFL but ran straight
through the cio itself. In the eyes of old-stock German, Irish, and

-
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other skilled workers—tradesmen as well as nonproduction factory
craftsmen—often tied to traditional urban Democratic party ma-
chines, the threatening rise of the semiskilled workers within the po-
litical hierarchy of production was closely associated with the ascen-
dancy of the new immigrant within the New Deal Democratic party.
At the same time, other more cosmopolitan circles of skilled produc-
tion workers—secular and sometimes politically radical—tended to
push the mass movement of the semiskilled to the left. These social
anxieties created fissures within all the main c10 unions and erected
definite boundaries beyond which the cio leadership dared not ven-
ture politically. The congressional uproar over the wave of sit-down
strikes helped focus a pervasive atmosphere of anti-Communist, anti-
cl1o sentiment that was most pronounced in, but not confined to, the
traditional old-stock Catholic skilled milieu. It infected as well the
younger, second-generation Catholic semiskilled production workers.
Frequently, c10 organizers appealed to liberal Catholics like Father
Francis Haas to use their influence among local priests in St. Louis,
in the auto centers of Michigan, and elsewhere to counteract anti-
Communist—c1o propaganda.?

Susceptibility to the politics of anticommunism was, then, a func-
tion of a deeper estrangement from the rational-materialist posture
of the cro leadership and its allies in the left wing of the Democratic
party. The cio effort to integrate blacks into its industrial and politi-
cal coalition—its active campaigns for equal rights on and off the
job—further exacerbated these tensions. The child labor provisions
of the cro-supported Fair Labor Standards Act incited the opposition
of the Catholic Church, always sensitive to state intrusions into family
life and parochial school education, and further estranged sections of
the Catholic working class.>¢

The cp and its most conspicuous cio cadre and sympathizers thus
became the lightning rod for animosities that had little to do with the
party’s loyalties to the Soviet Union. Ironically, then, anticommunism
as a mass movement was profoundly anticapitalist insofar as it re-
belled against the corporate, bureaucratic, centralizing, and statist
tendencies of the modern industrial order. With equal irony “com-
munism” in America only counted in the arithmetic of national and
local polmcs to the degree it articulated the central assumptions and
aspirations of the c1o and the New Deal.

This rainbow of social and cultural anxieties severely limited the
political influence and perspective of the c1o. Noteworthy is the fact
that a labor movement with a reputation for radicalism took no sides
in the Spanish civil war. Practically, if not rhetorically, the leadership
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retreated quickly from the tactical and political riskiness of the sit-
down strike. Differences between Lewis and Hillman emerged over
whether to sue for peace with the aFL. Meanwhile, that bitter rivalry
continued. While immediately a matter of organizational turf, it was
aggravated by deeper historical divisions. The tendency of old-stock,
Catholic, craft-based groups to vote against the New Deal—c10 alli-
ance became pronounced in the 1938 congressional elections. By
mid-1938 the arL launched an industrial counteroffensive, sponsor-
ing splits from the cro in textile and in auto (where Homer Martin
rejoined the AFL) as well as a breakaway from the National Maritime
Union and even a “Progressive Miners” group to aggravate Lewis.
Simultaneously, an alliance of the AFL and the NaM (in particular, the
lawyers for the adamantly anti-union little steel companies) worked
assiduously to undermine the NLRB and the Wagner Act itself.35

Lewis’s mounting exasperation with Roosevelt, first surfacing in
his angry denunciation of the president’s disingenuous neutrality in
the Little Steel strike, dramatized the c10’s predicament. How quickly
the balance of forces had shifted. The swoc, which had boomed after
the Roosevelt landslide, was deeply demoralized and withering away
by late 1937. Similarly, when the LNPL was first formed, the ground
swell of reform sentiment emboldened Hillman and Lewis to keep
alive, if only rhetorically, the possibility of an independent labor
party. To be sure, the first priority was Roosevelt’s reelection, without
which fascism might triumph in America. Hillman made it clear that
labor only stood a chance politically if it talked “not Marxism, but
economic power” to the masses of the people. Still, he boldly an-
nounced himself “satisfied ... we are laying the foundations for a
labor party.”3¢

Just months later Gardner Jackson, New Deal functionary and ad-
viser to Lewis, was worrying about how to offset the bad publicity
about violence and irresponsibility that was clearly hurting the cio,
not only among middle-class people but within the ranks of the cio
itself. By 1939, Murray was telling the cio executive board, “We are
living in a wave and an age and an era of reaction.” By the middle of
1940, Lee Pressman was reporting to that same board that “within
the past few weeks we have had to shift our emphasis from attempt-
ing to obtain new legislation to bending all efforts to defend the leg-
islative protection which we now enjoy.”*?

It was the effort to crack the Solid South, politically and industri-
ally, that most tellingly revealed the inherent limitations of the New
Deal—cio alliance. The Textile Workers Organizing Committee was
created when the second New Deal and the cio were riding high, in
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the spring of 1937. In the South, moreover, they depended utterly
upon each other. Hillman’s strategy as Twoc chairman (about which
Lewis was dubious) was in part predicated on the political assistance
of the administration through the NLRB as well as LaFollette’s civil
liberties subcommittee and those congressional Democrats promoting
fair labor standards legislation aimed principally at the Southern tex-
tile industry. Meanwhile, the Roosevelt administration took steps to
purge the Southern wing of the party of its conservative opponents,
who, together with a revived Republican party, were managing to
stalemate New Deal initiatives in Congress. The LNPL devoted itself
to the defeat of these Southern reactionaries in the ’38 primaries.
The purge, the Fair Labor Standards Act, and Twoc’s mass organiz-
ing campaign would together, it was hoped, recast the Democratic
party, making of it an unequivocal instrument of economic and social
reform.

This was political strategy at its grandest, since its success was
predicated on the deliberate transformation of the South’s political
and social structure. Unionizing the South’s key industry, textiles, to-
gether with the passage of minimum wages and hours legislation (the
FLsA was drafted by Cohen, Corcoran, and Frankfurter in consulta-
tion with Hillman) would transform the closed Southern labor mar-
ket and help break the political stranglehold of the planter and mer-
chant-manufacturer oligarchy. Corcoran in particular thought the
bill would shatter the monopoly of Southern Democratic politics by
older corporate interests—the railroads and public utilities espe-
cially.®®

The results proved far less grand than the strategy. The tradi-
tional patriarchal structures of Southern authority—the communal,
small-town alliance of press, pulpit, property, and racial populism—
survived. Although Twoc got off to a promising start, by the middle
of 1938 it was collapsing all over the South as the recession made
textile workers desperate and afraid. Roosevelt's purge was at best a
partial success. The Fair Labor Standards Act did finally, although
barely, manage to overcome a tenacious congressional opposition, an
opposition that included the arL, which refused to support the
administration’s bill even though Roosevelt designated it priority leg-
islation. But the bill created a real wedge between the cro-LNPL and
the farmers lobby, which feared its impact on agricultural wages. The
emasculated result was an act that exempted millions of workers from
its coverage—only one-fifth of the work force fell under its provi-
sions—while establishing the most minimal standards for those it did
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include; only 325,000 workers stood to benefit immediately from the
act’s initial twenty-five-cent minimum wage.%°

VI

The FLsa was the last “act” of the New Deal. Soon the war in Eu-
rope would put a period to an era of reform, but not all at once.
There were wartime battles in Congress and within the labyrinthine
bureaucracy of home-front mobilization over who was to control the
vastly expanded domestic economy. Meanwhile, all throughout the
war the shop floor remained a contested arena where resentments
about the inequalities of sacrifice demanded of industrial workers ex-
ploded in outlaw strikes in defiance of the cio leadership. In retro-
spect, however, the drift of events seems unmistakable. The war de-
manded the suppression of unresolved social conflict and opened up
all the state agencies of economic mobilization to the dominating in-
fluence of large-scale corporate interests. Lewis resisted and finally
broke with Roosevelt officially in 1940. Hillman was convinced, how-
ever, that there were no other options for labor outside the precincts
of the Democratic party. He was willing to trust the fate of the cio to
Roosevelt even though, or perhaps because, both the cio and the
New Deal had lost a good deal of their forward momentum. He
sought a permanent place for the industrial union movement as an
institutional component of the New Deal state, a state no longer able
to innovate in the area of social and economic reform. To achieve
that recognized position, moreover, entailed a similar accommoda-
tion in the industrial arena.

The industrial relations compact worked out by the industrial
union leadership and the scientific management—keynesian milieu
provided for job security, formal democratic grievance and represen-
tation procedures, and high wages and benefits, all in return for
shop-floor stability self-consciously achieved at the expense of the less
formal practices of shop-floor democracy. Growing segments of the
business community accepted that basic arrangement. By 1939 most
of the legal and extralegal challenges to the essentials of the Wagner
Act were over. Hillman testified at congressional hearings on amend-
ing the Wagner Act that core companies, including uss, GE, American
Woolen, and rca, had long ago recognized the wisdom of the act and
its procedures for collective bargaining. Carle Conway, chairman of
the board of Continental Can, delivered a reprise on the way corpo-
rate thinking had changed:
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Certainly anyone who has been in business during [the past 30 years]
would have to be naive to think that management by and large desired
collective bargaining or certain of the other reforms which labor has fi-
nally won . . . But isn’t it also likely that better understanding of the basic
fundamentals involved in the struggle over the last thirty years between
labor and management can work toward harmonizing the two viewpoints
into a common objective and so make collective bargaining and many of
the other reforms operate in the interests of both labor and manage-
ment?4°

Nor was it merely the giants of American industry that began to ac-
cept industrial unionism as a feature of modern management. In the
late thirties many steel mills on the verge of bankruptcy began to co-
operate with swoc, particularly with Clinton Golden, a former orga-
nizer for the Acw’s ‘new unionism’ in the twenties and a close associ-
ate of Philip Murray and Morris Cooke. In return for stabilized and
secure employment, Golden showed how swoc could improve pro-
ductivity by sharing in the determination and enforcement of pro-
duction standards, more or less exactly in the manner that the Amal-
gamated had first done after the war.#!

Thus the common ground for a close collaboration between mod-
ern management and centralized industrial unionism emerged
clearly by the end of the decade. The history of uaw—GM relations
after the heroic battle at Flint is illustrative. Immediately after Flint
there was considerable truth in the romantic image of the uaw as a
union of shop-floor solidarity, militancy, and democratic participa-
tion. Because stewards were prepared to act boldly, to lead strikes if
necessary, grievances were settled rapidly and workers’ powers ex-
panded without regard to contractual formalities. Neither the central
leadership of the uaw nor, more important, the national leadership
of the ci10—Lewis and his appointed deputies, Hillman and Philip
Murray, who effectively ran uvaw affairs in the late thirties—nor oM
management found this tolerable. The union sought institutional sta-
bility and normalizing of the collective bargaining relationship. The
corporation expected maintenance of order and discipline and rec-
ognition of its prerogatives. And so a second conflict that pitted the
International Union and ¢M management against rank-and-file shop-
floor organizers supplanted the more celebrated battle between
union and corporation. The emerging bureaucracy of the uaw took
steps to dismantle the shop steward system, reduced the authority of
local unions while augmenting the power of the International, ap-
pended a no-strike and management rights clause to the contract,
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and perfected the modern grievance procedure and committee sys-
tem.4?

None of this constituted the betrayal of some sacred trust. If the
more radical promises of the New Deal—to seriously redistribute in-
come, to systematically socialize the care of the needy and unfit, to
democratize the councils of industry and government, to uproot the
iniquities of racial and social caste—fell short, they did so for reasons
more deeply implanted within the dynamics of the national political
economy and within the social chemistry of the cio itself. Even in the
early years of the New Deal, when mass and general strikes and rank-
and-file self-organization made independent labor politics and radi-
cal versions of industrial democracy seem less than utopian, counter-
currents within and outside of the labor movement pressed toward a
more conservative resolution. The presumptive momentum of com-
plex, bureaucratic organization, the imperatives of corporate-led eco-
nomic stability and growth, and the increasing power of the mass
market and mass production to dissolve the ties of social solidarity,
were enough, even by themselves, to overwhelm whatever contrary
impulses were given life by the trauma of economic collapse and so-
cial chaos.

Finally, to the extent that this capitalist trauma gave rise to a cul-
ture of resistance, that culture was itself often profoundly conserva-
tive even while ushering in a new age. Over and over again the cio
insisted that what it sought above all else, whether in negotiating con-
tracts with employers or in pressing its demands for social welfare
legislation, was security. As early as 1934 in a BBC address, Hillman
characterized the “quest for security” as the “central issue in this life
of modern man.” Ten years later, as the cio’s Political Action Com-
mittee mobilized to defend the New Deal, it proclaimed: “As a result
of this war and the victory that will be achieved at the conclusion of
it we must move forward to a broader program of social and eco-
nomic security for the men and women of this nation.” The cio
turned out to be engaged in a great project to protect the individual
and the nuclear family from the vicissitudes of modern industrial so-
ciety. For that, the moral and millenarian enthusiasms once invoked
by the ‘labor question’ were no longer appropriate.*3

NoOTES

1. Quoted in Philippa Strum, Louis D. Brandeis: Justice for the People (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1984), 103.
2. Quoted in John Milton Cooper, The Warrior and the Priest: Woodrow



THE ‘LABOR QUESTION’ 79

Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983),
264.

3. Frederick Howe, Confessions of a Reformer (New York, 1925), cited in
Stanley Shapiro, “The Great War and Reform: Liberals and Labor, 1917—
19,” Labor History.

4. New Republic, June 29, 1918.

5. New Republic, February 1, 1919.

6. Strum, Louis D. Brandeis, esp. chap. 10; Public, May 4, 1918, 556-57,
cited in Shapiro, “The Great War.” Personal forms of authority and control
persisted among skilled production and nonproduction workers, as inherent
in the exercise of these skills was an element of discretion and autonomy.

7. Steven Fraser, “Dress Rehearsal for the New Deal: Shop-Floor Insur-
gents, Political Elites, and Industrial Democracy in the Amalgamated Cloth-
ing Workers Union,” in Michael Frisch and Daniel Walkowitz, eds., Working-
Class America (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1983).

8. Christopher L. Tomlins, The State and the Unions: Labor Relations, Law,
and the Organized Labor Movement in America, 1880-1960 (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1985), 81.

9. Morris Cooke to Sidney Hillman, April 15, 1920, Sidney Hillman Pa-
pers, Labor Management Documentation Center, New York State School of
Industrial and Labor Relations, Cornell University. Peter Friedlander, in his
unpublished manuscript “The Origins of the Welfare State: The Keynesian
Elite and the Second New Deal,” presents pathbreaking research on this net-
work of business and political associations. It informs a good deal of the anal-
ysis of this essay.

10. “Some Observations on Workers Organizations,” Presidential Ad-
dress to the Fifteenth Annual Meeting of the Taylor Society in New York
City, box 62, folder A, Morris Cooke Papers, FDR Library, Hyde Park.
Cooke had no patience with welfare capitalism or company unions, which he
largely considered “fakes, pure and simple” (Cooke to Robert Bruere, July
10, 1928, box 2, file 14, Cooke Papers). Anyone failing to see the utility and
necessity of independent collective bargaining was not a worthy associate: “I
make collective bargaining as essential to the proper conduct of industrial
organization as modern tools” (Cooke to Boyd Fisher, April 13, 1922, box 8,
file 65, Cooke Papers).

11. Fraser, “Dress Rehearsal”; Jonathan D. Bloom, “Brookwood Labor
College, 1921-33: Training Ground for Union Organizers” (M.A. thesis,
New York University, 1978). Lewis’s taste for scientific management cooper-
ation schemes originated in the uMw’s arrangements with the Rocky Moun-
tain Fuel Company in Colorado under Josephine Roche, an associate of
Frankfurter’s.

12. David Montgomery, “The ‘New Unionism’ and the Transformation
of Workers’ Consciousness in America,” Journal of Social History (Summer
1974); Carmen Sirianni, “Workers' Control in Europe: A Comparative Soci-
ological Analysis,” in James E. Cronin and Carmen Sirianni, eds., Work, Com-
munity, and Power (Philadelphia, Pa.: Temple University Press, 1983); Henry



80 Steve Fraser

Eilbert, “The Development of Personnel Management in the United States,”
Business History Review (Autumn 1959). Both John L. Thomas, Alternative
America: Henry George, Edward Bellamy, Henry Demarest Lloyd, and the Adversary
Tradition (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983), and Nick Salvatore,
Eugene V. Debs: Citizen and Socialist (Champaign: University of Illinois Press,
1982), reveal the threads connecting the language and political culture of
labor radicalism in the Gilded Age to its subsequent socialist and syndicalist
mutations in the twentieth century.

13. Ewa Morawska, For Bread with Butter: Life-Worlds of East Central Euro-
peans in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, 1890-1940 (New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1985), is particularly good on this persistence amidst great change
of old-world cultures.

14. Morawska, For Bread with Butter; Edwin Fenton, Immigrants and
Unions, A Case Study: Italians and American Labor, 1870-1920 (reprint, New
York, 1957). For some eastern European immigrants, however, the war
aroused a latent nationalism and a powerful identification with struggles for
democracy and national liberation in their homelands.

15. Morris Cooke and Philip Murray, Organized Labor and Production: Next
Steps in Industrial Democracy (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1940); David
Gartman, Auto Slavery: The Labor Process in the American Automobile Industry,
1897-1950 (New Brunswick, N.]J.: Rutgers University Press, 1986), 173,
notes that within the auto industry both craftsmen and laborers lost ground
to the new class of semiskilled assemblers, machine tool and press operators,
and “machine-minders.”

16. Nelson Lichtenstein, Labor’s War At Home: The CIO in World War 11
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982); Ronald Schatz, The Electrical
Workers: A History of Labor at GE and Westinghouse, 1923—60 (Champaign: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 1983); Peter Friedlander, The Emergence of a UAW
Local, 1936-39: A Study of Class and Culture (Pittsburgh: University of Pitts-
burgh Press, 1975); and Gartman, Auto Slavery, are all illuminating on this set
of issues. The uaw’s carefully orchestrated tool and die makers’ strike of
1939, deliberately limited to only these skilled militants, was arguably respon-
sible for arresting the union’s life-threatening decline after the heroic days
of Flint.

17. Mel Piehl, Breaking Bread: The Catholic Worker and the Origins of Cath-
olic Radicalism in America (Philadelphia, Pa.: Temple University Press, 1982),
notes that the liberal Association of Catholic Trade Unionists led by Father
Charles Owen Rice, adviser to Philip Murray, exerted significant influence
among steel, auto, electrical, and transport workers (p. 61); Schatz, The Elec-
trical Workers, 89; Friedlander, The Emergence; Ronald Edsforth, Class Conflict
and Cultural Consensus: The Making of a Mass Consumer Society in Flint, Michigan
(New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1987); Gartman, Auto Slav-
ery, 173. The National Recovery Administration further exacerbated this
threat as employers tried using wage codes particularly to turn minimum
wages into maximums (see Charles R. Roos, NRA: Economic Planning [New
York: Da Capo Press, 1971)).



THE ‘LABOR QUESTION’ 8]

18. Robert A. Slayton, Back of the Yards: The Making of a Local Democracy
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986); Barbara Newell, Chicago and
the Labor Movement (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1961); Edsforth,
Class Conflict. It is noteworthy that Chicago remained an essentially AfL town
with few sit-downs through the thirties and that the c1o was not publicly sanc-
tioned by the city’s Roman Catholic officialdom until 1939, and that the uE
remained insignificant while the uaw was restricted to the city’s parts plants
(see Newell, Chicago and the Labor Movement, 115, 130, 150-51, 167-68, 180—
81).

19. David Brody, “Labor and the Great Depression—Ilnterpretive Pros-
pects,” Labor History (Spring 1972); Josef ]. Barton, Peasants and Strangers:
Itahans, Rumanians, and Slovaks in an American City, 1890-1950 (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1975); Morawska, For Bread with Butter. There was
a hard practicality to these deferential relations, as through their observance
the immigrant often managed to first secure and then hold onto a job; his
skilled betters frequently functioned as work-gang leaders with real, if infor-
mal, authority over such matters.

20. Schatz, The Electrical Workers, Morawska, For Bread with Butter, 276.
Skilled positions in the steel industry, including rollers, blacksmiths, carpen-
ters, etc., were monopolized by Americans and western Europeans whose
racism helped block access to these jobs by eastern European immigrants as
well as their offspring.

21. Silvano Tomasi, Piety and Power: The Role of Italian Parishes in the New
York Metropolitan Area, 1880-1930 (New York: Center for Migration Studies,
1975); Nicholas J. Russo, “Three Generations of Italians in New York City:
Their Religious Acculturation,” in Silvano M. Tomasi and Madeline H. En-
gel, eds., The Italian Experience in the United States (New York: Center for Mi-
gration Studies, 1970); Slayton, Back of the Yards, 62; quotation from Mora-
waska, For Bread with Butter, 274; Lizabeth Cohen, “Learning to Live in the
Welfare State” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, 1986); Humbert S. Nelli,
From Immigrants to Ethnics: The Italian-American (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1983); Barton, Peasants and Strangers; Edsforth, Class Conflict.

22. Kristi Andersen, The Creation of a Democratic Majority, 1928-36 (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1979).

23. Cited in “He Fights for Labor,” Labor Non-Partisan League pam-
phiet, p. 4, Hillman Papers.

24. James A. Gross, The Making of the NLRB: A Study in Economics, Politics,
and Law (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1974), vol. 1. The
Twentieth Century Fund, an assembly point for mass-consumer-oriented
businessmen, social scientists, and economists, not only supported the essen-
tials of the Wagner Act (with some qualifications), but supplied the NLRB with
its most radical, original member, Edwin Smith, and its research director,
David Saposs, one-time educational director for the Amalgamated. With re-
spect to the Social Security Act, Marion Folsom of Kodak lobbied vigorously
on its behalf (see Kim McQuaid, “Corporate Liberalism in the American
Business Community, 1920—40,” Business History Review [Autumn 1978]);



82 Steve Fraser

Marion Folsom to John B. Andrews, May 11, 1934, American Association of
Labor Legislation papers, Tamiment Library, New York University; Social
Security Project, Marion B. Folsom, Oral History Collection of Columbia
University (hereafter cited as OHCCU), 1970; Tomlins, The State and the
Unions, 119.

25. Frances Perkins, Oral History Memoir, OHCCU, p. 214; Roos, NRA:
Economic Planning.

26. Friedlander, “Origins of the Welfare State”; Strum, Lowis D. Brandeis;
Max Lowenthal to Tom Corcoran, April 4, 1934, and July 12, 1935, and
Lowenthal to “Tom and Ben,” July 12, 1937, box 204, Thomas Corcoran
Papers, Library of Congress; Donald A. Ritchie, James M. Landis: Dean of the
Regulators (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980); Felix Frankfurter
to Bruce Bliven, December 4, 1930, Felix Frankfurter Papers, Library of
Congress.

27. Fortune, October 1933; “Wagner Committee—1933,” memo, box 285,
William Jett Lauck Papers, University of Virginia; “Suggested Program for
1934-35, memo to Mr. Lewis,” box 40, Lauck Papers.

28. Frances Perkins Memoir, OHCCU; Jacob Potofsky Memoir,
OHCCU; James A. Farley Memoir, OHCCU; Kenneth Waltzer, “The Amer-
ican Labor Party” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1977); New York State
Labor Non-Partisan League, “Declaration of Principles,” July 16, 1936, Labor
Non-Partisan League file, Hillman Papers.

29. Perkins used her influence with varying success to persuade industri-
alists like Swope, Chrysler, and Sloan of General Motors to come to terms
with the new labor movement (see Perkins correspondence, Record Group
174, Department of Labor, Office of the Secretary, boxes 79 and 91; Jerrold
Auerbach, Labor and Liberty: The LaFollette Committee and the New Deal [Bobbs-
Merrill, 1966]). Lee Pressman’s influence extended directly into the White
House via his relationship with Tom Corcoran and through Corcoran to
James Roosevelt (see “Memorandum on conference with Secretary Perkins,”
October 11, 1937, box 63, “Secretary of Labor” folder, Father Francis Haas
Papers, Catholic University, Washington, D.C.).

30. Gross, The Making of the NLRB, 247-48.

31. Edsforth, Class Conflict; Irving Howe and B. J. Widick, The UAW and
Walter Reuther (New York: Random House, 1949); Alan Brinkley, Voices of
Protest: Huey Long, Father Coughlin, and the Great Depression (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1982), 140, 200-202; David O’Brien, “American Catholics and Or-
ganized Labor in the 1930s,” Catholic Historical Review (October 1966).

32. Transcript of Homer Martin radio broadcast, wjr in Detroit and
WGAR in Cleveland, n.d., box 20, Adolph Germer Papers, Wisconsin Histori-
cal Society, Madison.

33. Jacob Potofsky to Father Haas, July 8, 1937, and Haas to Monsei-
gneur Tourenhart, August 10, 1937, box 63, Haas Papers.

34. Robert P. Ingalls, Herbert Lehman and New York State’s Liitle New Deal
(New York: New York University Press, 1975), 117-19. Even as staunch a cio
supporter as Father Rice opposed a federal housing project in Pittsburgh,



THE ‘LABOR QUESTION 83

sensing a threat to the integrity of the local Catholic community (see Bruce
Stave, “Pittsburgh and the New Deal,” in Braeman, Bremner, and Brody,
eds., State and Local Levels, vol. 2 of The New Deal [Ohio State University Press,
1975)). The far more conservative Catholic hierarchy in New York State op-
posed all federal and state child labor regulations for similar reasons.

35. Gross, The Making of the NLRB.

36. Newell, Chicago and the Labor Movement; Hugh T. Lovin, “The Fall of
the Farmer-Labor Parties,” Pacific Northwest Quarterly (January 1971); Sidney
Hillman, speech to the General Executive Board of the Amalgamated Cloth-
ing Workers of America, April 19, 1936, Hillman Papers; St. Louis Post-Dis-
patch, April 26, 1937.

37. Gardner Jackson to Jett Lauck and “Memo for Mr. John L. Lewis on
Public Relations Suggestions,” August 12, 1937, box 37, “Gardner Jackson”
folder, Lauck Papers; Executive Board Minutes of the c1o, June 13, 1939,
and June 3, 4, 5, 1940, arL-c1o Headquarters, Washington, D.C.

38. Mordecai Ezekiel to Sidney Hillman, October 22, 1935, and February
10, 1938, Hillman Papers; Eziekel to Jew Lauck, May 3, 1938, box 35, Lauck
Papers; “Rendevous with Democracy: The Memoirs of “Tommy the Cork, ”
with Philip Kooper, box 586a, Corcoran Papers. Arguably, this strategy pur-
sued the objectives of the Rural Electrification Administration, the Tennessee
Valley Authority, the Resettlement Administration, and other related agen-
cies as well as the more radical leanings of the purged group around Tugwell
within the Agriculture Department, which included Eziekel, Alger Hiss, Lee
Pressman, Jerome Frank, Beanie Baldwin, and Gardner Jackson, who viewed
agricultural reform as a way of recasting the political economy of the South
and thereby realigning the Democratic party.

39. James T. Patterson, Congressional Conservatism and the New Deal: The
Growth of the Conservative Coalition in Congress, 1933-1939 (Lexington: Uni-
versity of Kentucky Press, 1967); cio Executive Board Minutes, 1938-1941,
AfFL-c1o Headquarters; James A. Gross, The Reshaping of the NLRB: National
Policy in Transition, 1937—47 (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1981). While it is true that a combination of work relief projects and the FLsa
did eventually undermine the regional isolation of the Southern labor mar-
ket and, most important, the New Deal’s agricultural programs encouraging
the mechanization of cotton cultivation produced an out-migration of farm
labor, the full impact of these developments would not be registered for dec-
ades (see Gavin Wright, Old South, New South: Revolutions in the Southern Econ-
omy since the Civil War [New York: Basic Books, 1986}).

40. New York Times, July 27, 1939; “Correspondence, 1935-37,” box 63,
Haas Papers; Carle Conway’s address to the Annual Meeting of the Taylor
Society, 1939. Many personnel managers, reflecting the functional dispersion
of the firm, were quite sympathetic to the Wagner Act: “After so long a strug-
gle . . . the principle of representation in employer-employee relations is def-
initely established. It has become increasingly clear that modern, complex,
large-scale corporations no longer admit of satisfactory individualized con-
trol and management” (“Employer-Employee Relations,” September 1, 1935,



84 Steve Fraser

quoted in Robert E. Lane, The Regulation of Businessmen: Social Conditions of
Government Economic Control [Hamden, Conn.: Archon Books, 1966], 129).

41. Clinton S. Golden and Harold J. Ruttenberg, The Dynamics of Indus-
trial Democracy (1942; reprint, New York: Da Capo Press, 1975); Cooke and
Murray, Organized Labor and Production; Morris Cooke to Beulah Amidon,
July 14, 1938, Paul U. Kellogg Papers, New York School of Social Work.

42. Box 24 of the Adolph Germer Papers is most useful in documenting
this control; R. J. Thomas Memoir, OHCCU; Lee Pressman Memoir,
OHCCU; Lichtenstein, Labor’s War at Home; Gartman, Auto Slavery.

43. “The Quest for Security,” transcript of Sidney Hillman address on
the BBc, November 18, 1934, Hillman Papers; Joseph Gaer, The First Round:
The Story of the CIO-PAC (New York: Duell, Sloan, and Pearce, 1944); A Turn-
ing Point in History, National Citizens Political Action Committee pamphlet,
August 5, 1944, Hillman Papers; “PAC Political Program 1944,” Hillman Pa-
pers; Hillman speech at cio Full Employment Conference, January 1944,
Hillman Papers.



4 The New Deal and the Idea
of the State

ALAN BRINKLEY

A HANSEN had been one of the principal economic
advisers to the New Deal for nearly three years when he traveled to
Cincinnati in March 1940 to speak to a group of businessmen. After
his address, someone in the audience asked him what must have
seemed a perfectly reasonable question: “In your epinion is the basic
principle of the New Deal economically sound?” Hansen could not
answer it. “I really do not know what the basic principle of the New
Deal is,” he replied. “I know from my experience in the government
that there are as many conflicting opinions among the people in
Washington under this administration as we have in the country at
large.”

Hansen’s confusion was not uncommon in the cluttered, at times
incoherent, political atmosphere of the late New Deal. The Roosevelt
administration had moved in so many directions at once that no one
could make sense of it all. Everyone was aware, of course, of what the
New Deal had done—of the laws it had helped pass, of the programs
it had created, of the institutions it had launched or reshaped. But as
Hansen suggested, few could discern in all this any “basic principle,”
any clear prescription for the future.

Only a few years later, however, most American liberals had come
to view the New Deal as something more than an eclectic group of
policies and programs. By the end of World War 11, it had emerged
as an idea: a reasonably coherent creed around which liberals could
coalesce, a concept of the state that would dominate their thought
and action for at least a generation. To some extent, battered and
reviled as it has become, it remains at the center of American political
life still.

This essay attempts to explain how and why liberal ideas of what
the federal government should do evolved in response first to the
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recession of the late 1930s and then to the experience of World War
I1. The liberal concept of the state was not, of course, the only, or
even the most important, factor in determining the form American
government would assume. Nor was liberal ideology ever a uniform
or static creed. But the broad outlines of what came to be known as
“New Deal liberalism” remained fairly consistent for several decades
after World War II; and those ideas played a major role at times in
shaping the major expansions of federal responsibility that have
transformed American government and, in more recent years,
American politics.

I

The United States was one of the slowest of the advanced indus-
trial nations to define an important social and economic role for its
national government. The American state did not remain static, cer-
tainly, in the last decades of the nineteenth century and the first de-
cades of the twentieth; but it grew slowly, haltingly, incompletely.?
The Great Depression, which would have been a difficult challenge
for any state, was doubly intimidating in the United States because
Americans had as yet made few decisions about what their govern-
ment should do and how it should do it. As a result, the New Deal
was not only an effort to deal with the particular problems of the
1930s; it was also a process of building government institutions where
none existed, of choosing among various prescriptions for an ex-
panded American state.

Through the first four years of the Roosevelt administration,
however, making choices seemed to be nearly the last thing New
Dealers were interested in doing. Instead, they moved unashamedly,
even boastfully, in innumerable directions, proud of their experi-
mentalism, generally unconcerned about the eclecticism of their ef-
forts. Richard Hofstadter may have exaggerated when he described
it as a program bereft of ideologies, “a chaos of experimentation.”
The New Deal was, in fact, awash in ideologies. What it lacked, how-
ever, was any single principle to bind its many diverse initiatives to-
gether.® There were occasional cries, both in and out of the adminis-
tration, for greater ideological coherence; predictions that without it,
the New Deal would ultimately collapse in terminal confusion. But as
long as the administration seemed politically unassailable and as long
as the economy seemed on the road to recovery, it was easy to ignore
such warnings.

In 1937, however, both the political and economic landscape
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changed. The president’s ill-advised plan for “packing” the Supreme
Court, first proposed a few weeks after his second inauguration,
sparked a long-festering revolt among conservatives within his own
party and caused an erosion of both his congressional and popular
strength from which he was never fully to recover. An even greater
blow to the administration’s fortunes, and to its confidence, was the
dismaying and almost wholly unanticipated recession that began in
October 1937—an economic collapse more rapid and in some ways
more severe than the crash of 1929. The new recession quickly de-
stroyed the illusion that the Great Depression was over. And it forced
a serious reevaluation among American liberals of the policies and
philosophy of the New Deal. Out of the tangle of ideas and achieve-
ments of the early New Deal, many came now to believe, had to come
a coherent vision that could guide future efforts. It was necessary, in
short, to define the concept of New Deal liberalism.

11

There were in the late 1930s a number of potential definitions
available to those engaged in this effort, and there seemed little rea-
son at the time to assume that any one of them would soon prevail.
Two broad patterns of governance, in particular, competed for favor.
Each had roots in the first years of the New Deal and in earlier pe-
riods of reform; each had important defenders.

For a time, at least, it seemed that the principal impact of the 1937
recession on American liberalism would be an enhanced belief in the
value of an “administrative” or “regulatory” state, a government that
would exercise some level of authority over the structure and behav-
ior of private capitalist institutions. Efforts to reshape or “tame” cap-
italism had been central to American reform ideology since the late
nineteenth century and had been particularly prominent in the first
years of the New Deal. Indeed, believing that something was wrong
with capitalism and that it was the responsibility of government to fix
it was one of the most important ways in which progressives and lib-
erals had defined themselves through the first decades of the twen-
tieth century.

In the immediate aftermath of the 1937 collapse, a powerful
group of younger New Dealers embraced this tradition again and,
without fully realizing it, began to transform it. They were something
of a fresh force within the New Deal, a new generation of liberals
moving into the places vacated by the original “brain trusters,” most
of whom had by then departed from public life. Some occupied im-
portant positions of influence in the administration itself: Thomas
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Corcoran (often considered their unofficial leader), Benjamin Cohen,
Thurman Arnold, Leon Henderson, James Landis, and Robert Jack-
son, among others. Some made their influence felt as writers for the
New Republic, the Nation, and other magazines and journals. Felix
Frankfurter (who had once taught some of them at Harvard Law
School and who had served as a one-man employment agency for
New Deal agencies) maintained his links from Cambridge. Henry
Wallace and Harold Ickes served at times as their allies in the cabinet.
They were known as the “New Dealers,” a term that had once re-
ferred to the administration and its supporters as a whole but that
now usually described a particular group within that larger orbit.

Several things distinguished them from other members of the
administration and other advocates of reform. One was their hostility
to an idea that had entranced progressives for decades and had
played a major role in the early years of the New Deal—the idea of
an associational economy, in which government would promote and
regulate the cartelization of private industries so as to reduce destruc-
tive competition and maintain prices. The associational vision had
shaped the first and most celebrated of the New Deal’s reform exper-
iments, the National Recovery Administration of 1933-1935.4 And
the concept continued to evoke a vague, romantic affection in some
corners of the administration. Donald Richberg and others continued
to lobby in the late 1930s for a revival of Nra-like policies, and the
president showed an occasional inclination to agree with them.® But
to the younger liberals of the late 1930s, the failure of the Nra was
proof of the bankruptcy of the associational vision. They referred
repeatedly to the “NRA of unhappy memory,” the “NRra disaster,” the
“ill-conceived NRa experiment.” The attempt to create a cartelistic
“business commonwealth” capable of ordering its own affairs had,
they claimed, produced only increased concentrations of power and
artificially inflated prices. “The Nra idea is merely the trust sugar-
coated,” the Nation argued, “and the sugar coating soon wears off.”¢

A second, related characteristic of these younger liberals was their
rhetoric. Most rejected the conciliatory tone of the early New Deal,
which had sought to draw the corporate world into a productive part-
nership with government. They favored, instead, the combative lan-
guage of Franklin Roosevelt’s 1936 campaign, with its sharp denun-
ciation of “economic royalists.” To much of the press and the public,
what typified the “New Dealers” was a strong antipathy toward the
corporate world and a fervent commitment to using government to
punish and tame it.

In fact, attitudes toward businessmen varied greatly among the
“New Dealers,” and almost none were as hostile to corporate capital-
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ism as their rhetoric at times suggested. Some did indeed believe that
the new recession was a result of a corporate conspiracy: a deliberate
“strike” by capital, designed to frustrate and weaken the administra-
tion.® But even many of those who articulated this theory were care-
ful to draw distinctions between “tyrannical” capitalists and those
more “enlightened” business leaders who were already embracing
some elements of the New Deal.

Whatever their opinions of corporate capitalism, however, vir-
tually all the New Dealers agreed that a solution of the nation’s great-
est problems required the federal government to step into the mar-
ketplace to protect the interests of the public. The events of 1937 and
1938 had proved, they believed, that the corporate world, when left
to its own devices, naturally frustrated the spontaneous workings of
the market; that business leaders often conspired with one another
to impose high “administered prices” on their customers; that the re-
sult was an artificial constriction of purchasing power and hence an
unnecessarily low level of production. Only through a vigorous cam-
paign against monopoly, therefore, could the economy be made to
operate at full capacity.

Thus, on the surface at least, the most powerful impulse within
the New Deal beginning early in 1938 was the revival of the old cru-
sade against “monopoly.” Rhetorical assaults on economic concentra-
tion echoed throughout the administration as New Dealers tried to
forge an explanation for the setbacks of the year before. The presi-
dent made the issue the centerpiece of an important 1938 message to
Congress, in which he called for the creation of what became the
Temporary National Economic Committee to examine “the concen-
tration of economic power in American industry and the effect of
that concentration upon the decline of competition.” At about the
same time, Roosevelt appointed Thurman Arnold, a professor at
Yale Law School and a prolific political theorist, to succeed Robert
Jackson as head of the Antitrust Division of the Justice Department.
Arnold quickly made his office one of the most active and conspicu-
ous in the federal government.®

In fact, however, it was not the “atomizers,” the believers in the
Brandeisian concept of a decentralized, small-scale economy, who
were moving to the fore. While the antitrust activists of the late New
Deal used familiar antimonopoly rhetoric, their efforts had very littde
to do with actually decentralizing the economy. They were commit-
ted, instead, to defending the consumer and to promoting full pro-
duction by expanding the regulatory functions of the state.

The record of Thurman Arnold was one indication of the form
the “antimonopoly” impulse was now assuming. Arnold well de-
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served his reputation as the most active and effective director in the
history of the Antitrust Division. By the time he left the Justice De-
partment in 1943, he had radically expanded both the budget and
the staff of his division; and he had filed (and won) more antitrust
cases than the Justice Department had initiated in its entire previous
history. !

But Arnold was not using the antitrust laws to promote anything
remotely resembling the Brandeisian concept of decentralization. On
the contrary, he had been arguing for years, in his books, articles,
and speeches, that the idea of “atomizing” the economy was nostalgic
folly; that large-scale institutions were an inevitable, perhaps even de-
sirable, consequence of industrialism; and that any effort to disman-
tle them would be not only futile but dangerous.!! In The Folklore of
Capitalism, his celebrated 1937 book chronicling the meaningless ide-
ological “rituals” Americans used to disguise political and economic
realities, he gave special attention to what he considered one of the
most vacuous of such rituals—the antitrust laws. They were, he
wrote, “the answer of a society which unconsciously felt the need of
great organizations, and at the same time had to deny them a place
in the moral and logical ideology of the social structure. They were
part of the struggle of a creed of rugged individualism to adapt itself
to what was becoming a highly organized society.”!?

The role of the Antitrust Division, Arnold believed, was not to
defend “smallness” or to break up combinations;but to supervise the
behavior of corporations. Size by itself was irrelevant. “I recognize
the necessity of large organizations in order to attain efficient mass
production,” he wrote in 1939, shortly after assuming office. “I rec-
ognize that trust-busting for the mere sake of breaking up large units
is futile.” Three years later, as he neared the end of his tenure, he
was saying the same thing, even more emphatically: “Big Business is
not an economic danger so long as it devotes itself to efficiency in
production and distribution. . .. There can be no greater nonsense
than the idea that a mechanized age can get along without big busi-
ness.”

How was government to measure “efficiency in production and
distribution”? Arnold’s answer was simple: by the price to the con-
sumer. Whatever artificially inflated consumer prices (and thus re-
duced economic activity)—whether it was the anti-competitive prac-
tices of a giant monopoly, the collusive activities of smaller producers
acting to stabilize their markets, or (and here he raised the ire of
some of his fellow liberals) the excessive demands of such powerful
labor organizations as the building trades unions—was a proper tar-
get of antitrust prosecution. Any organization that did not harm the
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consumer, regardless of its size, had nothing to fear. Hence the anti-
trust laws became in Arnold’s hands vehicles for expanding the reg-
ulatory scope of the state, not tools for altering the scale of economic
organizations. Enforcement, he claimed, “is the problem of continu-
ous direction of economic traffic. . . . The competitive struggle with-
out effective antitrust enforcement is like a fight without a referee.”!?

In this, of course, Arnold was saying little that was inconsistent
with the actual history of antitrust law enforcement, and certainly
nothing that was inconsistent with the previous record of the New
Deal in confronting economic concentration. It was, however, a state-
ment sharply at odds with the long-standing ideology of antimonop-
oly. Arnold’s views were more reminiscent of Theodore Roosevelt’s
nationalistic view of the economy (or Thorstein Veblen’s concern with
efficiency) than of the more truly antimonopolist views of the popu-
lists or Brandeis or the Wilson of 1912.1% No one recognized that
more clearly than the old Midwestern progressives to whom antitrust
still meant (as William Borah put it in a hostile exchange during Ar-
nold’s confirmation hearings) “breaking up monopolies.” Suspicious
of Arnold from the start, they viewed his tenure in the Justice De-
partment as a disaster—which, by their standards, it turned out to be.
His success in using the antitrust laws to police rather than forestall
“bigness” was a serious, perhaps final, blow to the old concept of
those laws as the route to genuine decentralization. That was pre-
cisely Arnold’s intention.!?

The TNEG, similarly, was an antimonopoly inquiry more in name
than in substance. It included among its members such inveterate
congressional antimonopolists as Borah, Rep. Hatton Sumners of
Texas, and Sen. Joseph O’Mahoney of Wyoming (the chairman). But
most of the congressional members soon lost both interest and faith
in the committee as the real work of the investigation fell increasingly
under the control of the young New Dealers appointed to represent
the administration: Arnold, Jerome Frank, William O. Douglas, Isa-
dor Lubin, and (directing the investigative staff) Leon Henderson,
men far less concerned about the size of the institutions of the econ-
omy than about their effect on consumers and their accountability to
the state. At times subtly, at times explicitly, the TNEC inquiry de-
bunked old antimonopolist assumptions that small enterprises were
inherently preferable to large ones; it cited time and again the value
of efficiencies of scale; and it sought to find new ways for the govern-
ment to intervene in the economy to protect the public from the ad-
verse effects of a concentration of power that it seemed to concede
was now inevitable.!®

The work of the TNEC dragged on for nearly three years. The
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committee examined 655 witnesses, generated eighty volumes and
over twenty thousand pages of testimony, published forty-four mon-
ographs, and, as time passed and the inconclusiveness of the enter-
prise became clear, gradually lost the attention of both the public and
the president. Its final report, issued in April 1941, attracted virtually
no serious attention in a nation already preoccupied with war; and
the entire episode was soon largely dismissed as a “colossal dud” or,
more charitably, a “magnificent failure.” “With all the ammunition
the committee had stored up,” Time magazine commented at the end,
“a terrific broadside might have been expected. Instead, the commit-
tee rolled a rusty BB gun into place [and] pinged at the nation’s eco-
nomic problems.”"’

The feeble conclusion of the TNEC inquiry illustrated the degree
to which the antimonopoly enthusiasms of 1938 had faded by 1941.
But the character of the inquiry during its three years of striving il-
lustrated how the rhetoric of antimonopoly, even at its most intense,
had ceased to reflect any real commitment to decentralization. If eco-
nomic concentration was a problem, and most liberals continued to
believe it was, the solution was not to destroy it, but to submit it to
increased control by the state.

The New Dealers of the late 1930s used many different labels to
describe their political ideas: “antimonopoly,” “regulation,” “plan-
ning.” But while once those words had seemed to represent quite dis-
tinct concepts of reform, they described now a common vision of gov-
ernment—a vision of capable, committed administrators who would
seize command of state institutions, invigorate them, expand their
powers when necessary, and make them permanent forces in the
workings of the marketplace. The task of liberals, William Douglas
wrote in 1938, was “to battle for control of the present government
so its various parts may be kept alive as vital forces of democracy.”
What Americans needed above all, Thurman Arnold argued, was a
“religion of government which permits us to face frankly the psycho-
logical factors inherent in the development of organizations with
public responsibility.”®

James Landis, chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commis-
sion from 1935 to 1937 and later dean of Harvard Law School, pub-
lished in 1938 a meditation on his own experiences in government in
which he expressed something of this new faith. “It is not without
reason,” he wrote in The Administrative Process, “that a nation which
believes profoundly in the efficacy of the profit motive is at the same
time doubtful as to the eugenic possibilities of breeding supermen to
direct the inordinately complex affairs of the larger branches of pri-
vate industry.” But the impossibility of finding “supermen” to man-
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age the economy (as some progressives had once dreamed) was, Lan-
dis believed, not a reason to retreat from state activism. It was a
reason to enlarge the federal bureaucracy, to substitute for the unat-
tainable “super manager” the massed expertise of hundreds of indi-
vidual administrators. “A consequence of an expanding interest of
government in various phases of the industrial scene,” he insisted,
“must be the creation of more administrative agencies. . . . Efficiency
in the processes of governmental regulation is best served by the cre-
ation of more rather than less agencies.”!?

Increasing the regulatory functions of the federal government
was not, of course, an idea new to the 1930s. Curbing corporate
power, attacking monopoly, imposing order on a disordered eco-
nomic world—those had been the dreams of generations of reform-
ers since the advent of large-scale industrialization. But the concept
of an administrative state that was gaining favor in the late New Deal,
while rhetorically familiar, was substantively different from the vi-
sions that had attracted reformers even five years earlier. Younger
liberals continued to use the language of earlier reform impulses; but
without ever quite saying so, they were rejecting one of the central
features of those impulses.

For decades, American reformers had dreamed of creating a har-
mohious industrial economy, a system that could flourish without ex-
tensive state interference and produce enough wealth to solve the na-
tion’s most serious social problems. There had been widely varying
ideas about how to create such an economy, from the associational
visions of creating a smoothly functioning, organic whole out of the
clashing parts of modern capitalism to the antimonopolist yearning
for a small-scale decentralized economy freed of the nefarious influ-
ence of large combinations. But the larger dream—the dream of
somehow actually “solving” the problems of modern capitalism—had
been one of the most evocative of all reform hopes and the goal of
most progressives and liberals who advocated an expanded state role
in the economy.

By the end of the 1930s, faith in such broad solutions was in re-
treat. Liberal prescriptions for federal economic policy were becom-
ing detached from the vision of a harmonious capitalist world. The
state could not, liberals were coming to believe, in any fundamental
way “solve” the problems of the economy. The industrial economy
was too large, too complex, too diverse; no single economic plan
could encompass it all. Americans would have to accept the inevita-
bility of conflict and instability in their economic lives. And they
would have to learn to rely on the state to regulate that conflict and
instability.
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This new vision of the state was in some ways more aggressive and
assertive than the prescriptions it replaced. And it was the very limits
of its ultimate ambitions that made it so. The new breed of adminis-
trators would operate from no “master plan.” Nor would they ever
reach a point where economic reforms obviated the need for their
own services. They would, rather, be constantly active, ever vigilant
referees (or, as Arnold liked to put it, “traffic managers”), always
ready to step into the market to remove “bottlenecks,” to protect ef-
ficiency and competition, and to defend the interests of consumers,
who were replacing producers as the ultimate focus of liberal con-
cern.?’ The regulators would not, could not, create lasting harmony
and order. They would simply commit the state to the difficult task
of making the best of an imperfect economic world.

The aggressively statist ideas of the new liberals aroused intense
and constant controversy—controversy that revealed how untenable
their position really was. The idea of perpetual intrusive government
involvement in the workings of the economy, with no hope of ever
setting things right in a way that would permit the government to
withdraw, was a rebuke both to the anti-statist impulses deeply
embedded in American political culture and to the natural yearning
for simple, complete solutions to important problems. Even most lib-
erals were never fully comfortable with the idea that there was no real
“answer” to the economic question. So it is perhaps unsurprising that
when an alternative “solution,” with an appealing, almost dazzling
simplicity, began to emerge, it found a ready, even eager, following.

111

While some New Dealers were expressing enthusiasm for an ex-
panded regulatory state, others within the administration were pro-
moting a different course of action that would ultimately become
more important in shaping the future of liberalism. They proposed
that the government make more energetic use of its fiscal powers—
its capacity to tax and spend—to stimulate economic growth and solve
social problems. Advocates of the fiscal approach, like advocates of
regulation, were principally interested in aiding consumers and in-
creasing mass purchasing power. But they seized on different tools.
Theirs was a vision of an essentially compensatory government,
which would redress weaknesses and imbalances in the private econ-
omy without directly confronting the internal workings of capitalism.
Such a state could manage the economy without managing the insti-
tutions of the economy.

There were few signs early in 1937 that new, more ambitious fis-
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cal policies were on the horizon. Instead, the administration began
the year in a confident mood and seemed prepared to return to the
still appealing orthodoxies of balanced budgets and reduced spend-
ing. The depression, it appeared, was finally over. Unemployment
remained disturbingly high, to be sure, but other signs—factory pro-
duction, capital investment, stock prices—were encouraging. In-
spired by these apparent successes, fiscal conservatives pressed their
case with an almost gleeful vigor.

Leading the campaign for “fiscal responsibility” was Secretary of
the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Jr., whose relentless private efforts
to win Roosevelt’s support for a balanced budget belied his public
image as a passive sycophant with no strong ideas of his own. Mor-
genthau and his allies admitted that deficit spending had been nec-
essary during the economic emergency, but they had never credited
the concept with any real legitimacy. And now that the New Deal had
“licked the Great Depression,” as a treasury official wrote in 1937, it
was time to put the nation’s finances back in order. The president,
who had never been fully reconciled to the budget deficits he had so
consistently accumulated, was receptive to such arguments. In the
spring of 1937 he agreed to a series of substantial cuts in federal
spending that would, he believed, balance the budget in 1938.2!

The idea of a balanced budget was appealing for reasons beyond
inherited dogma. Morgenthau managed to persuade the president
that only by eliminating deficits could the New Deal truly prove its
success; federal spending, he argued, had become a crutch, propping
up an economy that—because of the administration’s achievements—
could now stand on its own. Roosevelt, moreover, recalled the
charges of fiscal irresponsibility he had leveled against Hoover in
19382 and saw a balanced budget as a way to vindicate his earlier at-
tacks. Economists in the Treasury Department argued further that
there was a danger now of inflation and that trimming the federal
deficit would contribute to price stability.?

There were dissenters. Chief among them was Marriner Eccles,
chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, who called efforts to balance
the budget “dangerously premature” and defended deficits as “a nec-
essary, compensatory form of investment which gave life to an econ-
omy operating below capacity.”?® But nothing could prevail against
the sunny optimism and strenuous bureaucratic infighting of Mor-
genthau and his allies. “The President gave me . . . everything that I
asked for,” Morgenthau gloated in the spring of 1937. “It was a long
hard trying fight but certainly at some time during the weeks that I
argued with him he must have come to the conclusion that if he wants
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his Administration to go forward with his reform program he must
have a sound financial foundation.”?*

The economic collapse of the fall of 1937 destroyed hopes for a
balanced budget in 1938. More significantly, it discredited many of
the arguments supporting those hopes. “No one can doubt,” the New
Republic wrote, “that the sudden withdrawal of hundreds of millions
of dollars of federal relief funds, the smashing of thousands of proj-
ects all over the country, did contribute materially to the creation of
our present misery.”? Within a few months, even many erstwhile de-
fenders of fiscal orthodoxy had come to believe that the spending
cuts of the previous spring had been an important, perhaps even a
decisive, cause of the recession. The center of power in the debate
over fiscal policy suddenly shifted.

Morgenthau and his allies in the Treasury Department continued
to argue strenuously for fiscal conservatism even in the face of the
new disasters. But they were now arguing almost alone. Throughout
the early months of 1938, Eccles arranged meetings with sympathetic
administration officials to press the case for spending and quickly
mobilized influential supporters—Henry Wallace, Harold Ickes,
Harry Hopkins, Aubrey Williams, Leon Henderson, Lauchlin Currie,
Mordecai Ezekiel, Beardsley Ruml, Isidor Lubin—committed to a
vigorous new anti-recession program. In March, a group of spending
advocates assembled in Warm Springs, where the president was va-
cationing. And while Williams, Ruml, and Henderson huddled at a
nearby inn preparing ammunition, Hopkins sat with the president in
the “Little White House,” spread the evidence out on the rickety card
table Roosevelt liked to use as a desk, and persuaded him to shift his
course.? A few weeks later, the president sent a message to Congress
proposing a substantial new spending program: an additional $1.5
billion for work relief, another $1.5 billion for public works, and an
expansion of credit of approximately $2 billion. It was not enough,
some critics maintained. But at a time when the nation’s peacetime
budget had never exceeded $10 billion, most considered $5 billion
substantial indeed.?’

What was particularly significant was the way Roosevelt explained
the new proposals. In his first term, he had generally justified spend-
ing programs as ways to deal with particular targeted problems: help-
ing the unemployed, subsidizing farmers or homeowners or troubled
industries, redeveloping the Tennessee Valley. Now he justified
spending as a way to bring the economy as a whole back to health.2®
“We suffer primarily from a lack of buying power,” he explained in a
fireside chat early in 1938 (its text drawn in part from a Beardsley
Ruml memo). It was time for the government “to make definite ad-
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ditions to the purchasing power of the nation.” He accompanied his
announcement (as he was fond of doing) with references to the his-
torical precedents for his decision:

In the first century of our republic we were short of capital, short of
workers and short of industrial production; but we were rich in free land,
free timber and free mineral wealth. The Federal Government rightly as-
sumed the duty of promoting business and relieving depression by giving
subsidies of land and other resources.

Thus, from our earliest days we have had a tradition of substantial gov-
ernment help to our system of private enterprise. But today the govern-
ment no longer has vast tracts of rich land to give away. . . . [N]Jow we
have plenty of capital, banks and insurance companies loaded with idle
money; plenty of industrial productive capacity and several millions of
workers looking for jobs. It is following tradition as well as necessity, if
Government strives to put idle money and idle men to work, to increase
our public wealth and to build up the health and strength of the people—
to help our system of private enterprise to function.?

Roosevelt’s comfortable references to the past failed to mask the
genuinely unprecedented nature of his statement. Government
spending, the president now implied, was no longer a necessary evil,
to be used sparingly to solve specific problems. It was a positive good,
to be used lavishly at times to stimulate economic growth and social
progress. Without fully realizing it, he was embracing the essence of
what would soon be known as Keynesian economics. He was ushering
in a new era of government fiscal policy.

In many respects, fiscal activism was no newer to the 1930s than
the regulatory innovations with which it coexisted. Federal subsidi-
zation of private interests was as old as the federal government itself.
But the kind of spending New Dealers supported throughout the
1930s, and the rationale they were gradually developing to justify it,
suggested an important departure. In the past, government subsidies
had almost always promoted the productive capacities of the nation.
They had been designed to assist the builders of roads, bridges,
dams, railroads, and other essential elements of the economic infra-
structure. They had encouraged settlement of the West and the de-
velopment of new agricultural frontiers. More recently, they had as-
sisted banks and other financial institutions to weather the storms of
the depression.

But ideas about government spending changed significantly in
the late New Deal. Instead of advocating federal fiscal policies that
would contribute directly to production and economic development,
liberals pressed for policies that would promote mass consumption.
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Alvin Hansen, one of the first important American economists to
grasp and promote the teachings of Keynes, took note of this impor-
tant shift in outlook. The best way to ensure a prosperous future, he
was arguing in the late 1930s, was “to work toward a higher con-
sumption economy,” to make consumer demand the force driving
production and investment instead of the other way around. And the
most efficient way to create such demand was for the government to
pump more spending power into the economy—through public
works, social security, federal credit mechanisms, and other methods.
“Consumption,” he argued, “is the frontier of the future.”?°

IV

These two broad approaches to the problems of the economy—
increased state regulation and increased use of fiscal policy—coex-
isted relatively easily in the late 1930s. Indeed, most New Dealers
considered them two halves of a single strategy and seldom thought
very much about the differences between them.3!

What bound these two strategies together most closely was an as-
sumption about the American economy that suffused liberal thought
in the late 1930s and helped drive efforts to discover a new role for
the state. Even before the 1937 recession, doubts had been growing
within the New Deal about the nation’s capacity ever again to enjoy
the kind of economic growth it had experienced in the half-century
before the Great Depression. The setbacks of 1937 only reinforced
those concerns. The economy had been dragging for nearly a dec-
ade; sluggish growth and high unemployment were beginning to
seem part of the natural order of things. Out of those fears emerged
the concept of the “mature economy.”32

The idea that economic expansion was not (and could not be-
come) limitless drew from a long tradition of such predictions in
America, stretching back at least to the nineteenth century. (It also
anticipated some of the no-growth ideologies of the 1970s.) It had
particularly close ties to Frederick Jackson Turner's “frontier thesis,”
which remained in the 1930s a staple of American historical interpre-
tation. Sen. Lewis Schwellenbach of Washington, an ardent New
Dealer (and later secretary of labor under Truman) suggested the
connection in a 1938 speech: “So long as we had an undeveloped
West—new lands—new resources—new opportunities—we had no
cause to worry. We could permit concentration of wealth. We could
permit speculation of our heritage. We could permit waste and ero-
sion by wind and water, but we caught up with ourselves. We reached
our Last Frontier.”
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It was not simply the exhaustion of land and other natural re-
sources that presented problems. Nor was it the slackening popula-
tion growth of the 1930s, which had led many analysts to predict very
slow future increases and a leveling off at 175 million around the
year 2000.3* The most important source of “economic maturity,” de-
fenders of the concept claimed, was the end of “capital accumula-
tion.” The great age of industrial growth was finally over. The basic
industries were now built. No new sectors capable of matching rail-
roads, steel, and automobiles as engines of expansion were likely to
emerge. And since economic growth alone would no longer be suffi-
cient to meet the needs of society, new forms of management were
now essential if the nation’s limited resources were to be sensibly and
fairly allocated. “Hereafter,” wrote the popular economist Stuart
Chase, “unless I have completely misjudged the trend of the times
and the temper of the people, economic systems are going to be run
deliberately and directly for those ends which everybody knows they
should be run for. ... The welfare of the community will be para-
mount.”

The mature-economy idea provided powerful support to argu-
ments for increasing the regulatory functions of the state. An econ-
omy in which dynamic growth was no longer possible placed nearly
unbearable pressures on those in the marketplace to avoid risks and
thus to collude to raise (or “administer”)sprices. Only a strong admin-
istrative state could combat this dangerous trend. But the same con-
cept added strength to arguments for greater government spending
as well. In the absence of large-scale private investment, only the gov-
ernment had the resources (and the broad “national” view of the eco-
nomic problem) necessary to keep even modest economic growth
alive.

The writings of Alvin Hansen illustrate how the belief in eco-
nomic maturation was helping to fuse regulatory and spending ideas.
Hansen agreed that “the age of capital investment is past”; and he
explained the result with the idea of what he called “secular stagna-
tion”—a concept that became one of his principal contributions to
Keynesian theory (and one that Keynes himself never fully accepted).
Private institutions, Hansen argued, had lost the ability to create
large-scale economic growth; indeed, they were now likely actually to
retard such growth through anti-competitive practices as they strug-
gled to survive in a more difficult world. One solution, therefore, was
vigorous antitrust efforts to restore fluidity to the marketplace. Like
Keynes, however, Hansen believed that fluidity alone would not be
enough. Government also had a responsibility to sustain and, when
necessary, increase purchasing power to keep alive the higher levels
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of consumption upon which the mature economy would now have to
rely. Regulatory and fiscal mechanisms would work together to pro-
duce economic growth.

But the partnership of the regulatory and compensatory visions,
which for a time had seemed so natural and untroubled, did not last,
at least not on equal terms. By 1945, the idea of the administrative
state, which had seemed so powerful in the late 1930s, was in decline;
and the faith in fiscal policy, so tentatively embraced in 1938, had
moved to the center of liberal hopes. The reason for that change was
not simply that the spending initiatives of the late 1930s seemed to
work; even when they did, many liberals continued to consider
spending little more than a temporary stopgap and continued to be-
lieve that more lasting statist solutions were necessary. The change
was also a result of the American experience in World War II1.

\%

World War I spawned two decades of bitter recriminations among
Americans who believed the nation had intervened in the conflict for
no useful purpose. But it also helped shape bright dreams among
progressives of a more harmonious economic world at home, dreams
of a vaguely corporatist economy in which private institutions would
learn to cooperate on behalf of the public interest and in which the
state would preside benignly over a new era of growth and progress.
Those dreams, however untrue to the realities of the wartime expe-
rience, fueled a generation of reform efforts and helped shape the
early New Deal.%¢

In the 1940s, by contrast, the war itself—the reasons for it, the
necessity of it—produced little controversy and few recriminations.
But neither did it evoke among liberals anything comparable to the
World War I enthusiasm for a reformed and reordered economy. On
the contrary, the war helped reduce enthusiasm for a powerful reg-
ulatory state and helped legitimize the idea of a primarily compen-
satory government.

Many factors contributed to this wartime evolution of opinion.
The political climate was changing rapidly: the Republicans had re-
bounded in the 1938 and 1940 elections; conservatives had gained
strength in Congress; the public was displaying a growing antipathy
toward the more aggressive features of the New Deal and a declining
animus toward big business. Liberals responded by lowering their
sights and modifying their goals.’” The labor movement, similarly,
encountered during the war intense popular hostility, along with
strong pressure from the government to abandon its more ambitious



THE IDEA OF THE STATE 101

political goals. Its accommodation with the state, and its alliance with
the Democratic party, limited its capacity to act as an independent
political force and to press for structural economic reforms.3® Liber-
als who had once admired the collective character of some European
governments looked with horror at the totalitarian states America
was now fighting and saw in them a warning about what an exces-
sively powerful state could become. And the emergence of an impor-
tant American role in the world, which virtually all liberals came to
believe must extend indefinitely beyond the end of the war, directed
attention and energy away from domestic reform ideas.?®

But the war had two more direct effects on liberal hopes for the
state. It forced American government actually to attempt many of the
aggressive managerial tasks that reformers had long advocated. The
results of those efforts not only failed to increase faith in the ability
of the state to administer a rationalized economy but actually dimin-
ished it. At the same time, the war spurred a revival of the economy
that dispelled some of the doubts liberals had once harbored about
the capacity of capitalism to expand and the ability of private insti-
tutions to govern themselves.

In the beginning, at least, many liberals expected otherwise. The
war, they hoped, would strengthen the case for a government role in
administering the economy and would enhance the influence and
prestige of state bureaucracies and administrators. “We have learned
already,” wrote Clifford Durr in 1943,

that we cannot obtain the production we need for waging the war as an
undirected by-product of what we commonly refer to as “sound business
principles.” Neither can we expect such by-product to furnish us after the
war with the standard of living which we shall be warranted in expecting.
... There must be some over-all source of direction more concerned with
[these] objectives than with the profits or losses of individual business con-
cerns.

Or as Herbert Emmerich, another New Deal official, wrote in 1941,
“With a farewell to normalcy and an appreciation of the greater op-
portunities that the war crisis presents, public administrators-today
have an opportunity to enhance and permanently to establish the
prestige of their calling in the United States.”*!

By 1945, however, the wartime experience had led most to con-
clude otherwise: that neither a new economic order nor active state
management of the present one were necessary, possible, or desira-
ble; that the existing structure of capitalism (including its relative in-
dependence from state control) represented the best hope for social
progress; and that the government’s most important task was less to
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regulate the private economy than to help it expand and to compen-
sate for its occasional failures.

Even at the start, the government approached the task of organ-
izing the economy for war in a way that suggested a degree of anti-
statism. For two years before Pearl Harbor, the president and most
of his principal advisers resisted the idea of creating a single, central-
ized locus of authority for mobilization and preferred instead to dis-
perse power widely among an array of ad hoc committees, boards,
and agencies. A series of production crises ultimately forced Roose-
velt early in 1942 to create a single agency with a single director
charged with supervising the war economy. But the shift was more
apparent than real. Genuine authority remained divided, and the
only ultimate arbiter of the chaos—Roosevelt himself—was always too
preoccupied with other issues (or too incapacitated by his declining
health) to resolve the confusion. World War II never produced a bu-
reaucratic mechanism comparable to the War Industries Board of
1918; nor did it produce a production manager comparable to Ber-
nard Baruch. There was, therefore, no comparable model of eco-
nomic planning to fuel liberal hopes.*?

The administration similarly resisted the idea of placing control
of the wartime economy in the hands of professional civil servants or
others from the permanent state bureaucracy. This was not, of
course, entirely a matter of choice. The federal government, despite
its considerable expansion during the 1930s, still lacked anything ap-
proaching sufficient bureaucratic capacity for managing a mobiliza-
tion effort. The civil service and the professional political community
had little experience or expertise in supervising the institutions of the
industrial economy. The one major effort to “modernize” the federal
bureaucracy and equip it to perform more advanced administrative
tasks—Roosevelt’s executive reorganization plan of 1938—had en-
countered substantial political opposition and had ultimately pro-
duced only modest reforms.*® And so it was inevitable, perhaps, that
the state would turn to the private sector for its administrative talent.
But there was also an element of conscious preference to that choice.
In thé more conservative climate of the 1940s, Roosevelt preferred a
conciliatory approach to war mobilization, an approach that liberal
critics sometimes charged was an abdication of power to corporate
figures but that the president believed was simply prudent politics.

The central agency of mobilization was the War Production
Board, whose four-year existence was an almost endless bureaucratic
ordeal. Roosevelt created the wes in January 1942, only weeks after
America’s formal entry into the war, as the successor to a long string
of failed organizational efforts. It was, he promised, to be the single



THE IDEA OF THE STATE 103

production agency with a single manager for which many critics had
been clamoring all along.# But the wes failed on several levels to
fulfill hopes for effective government supervision of the economy. It
was, in the first place, not in any real sense a state institution at all. It
was, rather, a collection of corporate executives and corporate law-
yers, most of them still drawing salaries from their peacetime em-
ployers and working temporarily for the government for token pay-
ments (hence the label “dollar-a-year men,” by which, like their World
War I counterparts, they were generally known). Many of the leading
wps officials were implacably hostile to anything that smacked of cen-
tralized planning and considered it their mission not only to expedite
war mobilization but to resist any attempt to make the war an occa-
sion for the permanent expansion of the state.® “The arsenal of de-
mocracy . . . is still being operated with one eye on the war and the
other on the convenience of big business,” the always skeptical I. F.
Stone wrote only months after the wps began operations. “The prog-
ress made on production so far is the fruit of necessity and improvi-
sation rather than of foresight and planning, and the men running
the program are not willing to fight business interests on behalf of
good will and good intentions.”*® The three years that followed
strengthened such complaints, as Bruce Catton (who had served on
the wpB) noted in a memoir published in 1948: “One consideration
should guide all reconversion planning as the dollar-a-year men saw
it; the old competitive patterns of the war economy must be pre-
served intact. When the last traces of the prewar economy evaporated,
each industrialist must be able to pick up exactly where he had left
off.”4?

For many liberals, then, the wpB served not as an inspiration but
as an alarming indication of what government management of the
economy could become: a mechanism by which members of the cor-
porate world could take over the regulatory process and turn it to
their own advantage. What made the wpB experience particularly dis-
turbing, moreover, was that it was not an aberration. Corporate “cap-
ture” of state institutions had been a lament of many liberals for
years; that the war not only failed to reverse that tendency, but
seemed to advance it, raised questions about whether traditional
forms of regulation were workable at all.

The actual performance of the wes did little more to encourage
hopes for state planning than its structure. Although it managed to
avoid any genuine catastrophes, the agency was in continual admin-
istrative disarray. It was crippled from the start by its lack of adequate
authority to resist other centers of power (most notably the military)
in the battle for control of production decisions. It failed miserably
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to protect the interests of small business, despite strenuous efforts
from both within the agency and without to force it to do so.*® It
suffered continually from the unwillingness of the president to sup-
port its decisions unreservedly; Franklin Roosevelt preferred to keep
all potential power centers (and thus all possible rivals) in his admin-
istration relatively weak.

The wpp’s inherent problems were magnified by the ineffectuality
of its chairman, former Sears Roebuck executive Donald Nelson. Nel-
son was an earnest, intelligent, hardworking man, but he lacked the
stature and, apparently, the will to stand up successfully to his com-
petitors. By the beginning of 1943, his leadership of the wpB was in
wide disrepute, nowhere more than within his own agency. “I am not
at all certain that the views of Mr. Nelson prevail at wes,” one of Nel-
son’s subordinates told a reporter in March 1943. “It seems to func-
tion as a sort of board of directors, with a lack of clear-cut direction
as to where we are to go.”*® Harold Ickes was more blunt. “I think
the wes has fallen down badly on its job,” he wrote late in 1942. “Nel-
son is the failure that many were afraid that he would be but hoped
that he wouldn’t be. He likes to please everybody which means that
he has to make compromises. He frequently reverses himself or di-
vides on a 50-50 basis when one claimant ought to be denied any-
thing. He can’t fire people.”*®

Nelson managed to hang on to his job for another year after some
uncharacteristically decisive bureaucratic infighting. But he gradually
lost the bulk of his authority to several new administrative struc-
tures.’! In August 1944, he accepted a face-saving assignment to visit
China on a presidential mission; when he returned a few months
later, he resigned from the wps. A man lionized in 1942 for his “in-
human” capacities as he took over “the biggest single job in the
world” faded quietly into obscurity.5?

Even some of the strongest supporters of federal regulatory ef-
forts in the late 1930s found the experience of the war years discour-
aging. In 1937, Thurman Arnold had called on Americans to de-
velop a “religion of government.” By 1943, he was disillusioned and
impatient with what he had seen of state control of the economy.
“The economic planners are always too complicated for me,” he
wrote his friend William Allen White. “They were bound to get in
power during a period of frustration”; but their time, he implied,
had passed.>® The dreams of an extensive regulatory state were com-
ing to seem unrealistic, perhaps even dangerous. And that realization
encouraged a search for other, less intrusive, vehicles of economic
management.
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V1

Declining faith in the managerial capacities of the state coincided
with another development that had profound effects on liberal as-
sumptions about the future: the revival of American capitalism. After
a decade of depression, a decade of declining confidence in the econ-
omy and despair about the prospects for future growth, the indus-
trial economy restored itself and, perhaps more important for the
future of national politics, redeemed itself in a single stroke.?¢

In the process, it helped erode one of the mainstays of late-
depression liberalism. The wartime economic experience—the boom-
ing expansion, the virtual end of unemployment, the creation of new
industries, new “frontiers”—served as a rebuke to the “mature econ-
omy” idea and placed the concept of growth at the center of liberal
hopes. The capitalist economy, liberals suddenly discovered, was not
irretrievably stagnant. Economic expansion could achieve, in fact had
achieved, dimensions beyond the wildest dreams of the 1930s. Social
and economic advancement could proceed, therefore, without struc-
tural changes in capitalism and without continuing, intrusive state
management of the economy. It could proceed by virtue of growth.

Assaults on the concept of “economic maturity” began to emerge
as early as 1940 and gathered force throughout the war. Alvin Han-
sen himself partially repudiated the theory in 1941 (“All of us had
our sights too low,” he admitted).* The New Republic and the Nation,
both of which had embraced the idea in 1938 and 1939, openly re-
jected it in the 1940s—not only rejected it, but celebrated its demise.
The country had achieved a “break,” the Nation insisted, “from the
defeatist thinking that held us in economic thraldom through the
thirties, when it was assumed that we could not afford full employ-
ment or full production in this country.”>®

But to believe that growth was feasible was not necessarily to be-
lieve that it was inevitable. “Enough for all is now possible for the first
time in history,” a 1943 administration study reported. “But the mere
existence of plenty of labor, raw materials, capital, and organizing
skill is no guarantee that all reasonable wants will be supplied—or
that wealth will actually be produced.” Except perhaps for the pros-
pect of military defeat (a prospect seldom contemplated by most
Americans), nothing inspired more fear during the war years than
the specter of a peacetime economic collapse and a return to the high
levels of unemployment that had been the most troubling and intract-
able problem of the 1930s. How to prevent that collapse now became
the central element on the national political agenda; and for liberals,
as for others, that meant a basic change in outlook. Instead of debat-
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ing how best to distribute limited output and how most efficiently to
manage a stagnant economy, reformers began to discuss how to keep
the wartime economic boom—and the high levels of income and em-
ployment it had produced—ali\'kc in the postwar years. “Full employ-
ment” was the new rallying cry of liberal economists; all other goals
gradually came to seem secondary. And the route to full employ-
ment, the war seemed to demonstrate, was not state management of
capitalist institutions, but fiscal policies that would promote consump-
tion and thus stimulate economic growth.*?

The new approach was particularly clear in the deliberations of
those committed to the idea of “planning,” and above all, perhaps, in
the work of the National Resources Planning Board. In the first years
of the war (before its demise in 1943 at the hands of hostile congres-
sional conservatives), the NRPB produced a series of reports outlining
an ambitious program for postwar economic growth and security. It
showed in the process how the “planning” ideal was shifting away
from the vision of a rationally ordered economy (prominent in the
early 1930s) and away from the idea of the activist, regulatory state
(a central feature of late 1930s reform) and toward the concept of
compensatory action. Planning would enable government to stimu-
late economic growth through fiscal policies. It would allow the state
to make up for the omissions and failings of capitalism through the
expansion of welfare programs. It need not involve increased state
management of capitalist institutions.5

The NrPB had begun its life in 1933 under Harold Ickes in the
Interior Department. And during its first half-dozen years of exis-
tence (under four different names and several different structures),
it had generally reflected a view of planning derived from the city
planning backgrounds of many of its members and from the regional
planning experience of the Tennessee Valley Authority and other,
smaller, New Deal projects. City planning and regional planning—
the coordination of government programs in particular localities to
reshape the social, physical, and economic environment—served for
a time as microcosmic models for a larger concept of a planned soci-
ety. The federal government, through a combination of public in-
vestment, public welfare, and extensive regulation, could become a
major actor in the workings of the national economy, could direct its
course, shape its future.

The concept of planning to which the NrRPB became principally
committed in the first years of the war was subtly yet significantly
different. The board continued to outline public works projects and
to insist on their importance; but it usually portrayed such projects
now less as vehicles for remaking the environment than as opportu-
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nities for countercyclic government spending. Its mission was to cre-
ate a “shelf” of potential public undertakings, from which the gov-
ernment could draw projects “as insurance against industrial collapse
and unemployment”; the intrinsic value of the projects as vehicles for
urban or regional planning had become secondary. Welfare pro-
grams (and, above all, an expansion of the Social Security system)
had, in the meantime, moved to the center of the NRPB prescription
for federal social activism—both because such programs now ap-
peared affordable (given the new abundance apparently within the
nation’s grasp) and because they could themselves serve the cause of
growth by increasing and redistributing purchasing power.%°

The board’s 1942 report, Security, Work, and Relief Policies (re-
leased by the president early in 1943), outlined a program of “social
security” of such breadth and ambition that it was widely dubbed the
“American Beveridge Report,” after the nearly simultaneous study
that led to the creation of a new British welfare state. But the NrPB
proposals were, in fact, significantly different from, and in some ways
more extensive than, their British counterparts. The Beveridge Re-
port restricted itself largely to a discussion of social welfare and in-
surance mechanisms; the NrRpB proposed such mechanisms in the
context of what it considered a larger goal: the maintenance of full
employment.®! The board’s 1943 “National Resources Development
Report called explicitly for government programs to maintain a “dy-
namic expandmg economy on the order of 100 to 125 billions of na-
tional income.” Only a few years before, such a figure would have
seemed preposterously high. “We must plan for full employment,”
members of the board wrote in a 1942 article explaining their pro-
posals. “We shall plan to balance our national production-consump-
tion budget at a high level with full employment, not at a low level
with mass unemployment.”®2

The board did not altogether abandon its concern about state
management of economic institutions. Even very late in its existence,
it continued to include in its reports recommendations for expanded
antitrust efforts, for new regulatory mechanisms, and for other ex-
tensions of the government’s administrative role. One of its 1943 doc-
uments, in fact, spoke so explicitly about a drastic expansion of state
control of the economy that it evoked rare applause from I. F. Stone,
who generally decried the administration’s “timidity,” but who saw in
the NrRPB proposals “large and historic aims.”%

But this lingering interest in what Franklin Roosevelt once dis-
missed as “grandiose schemes” was by now secondary—both to the
members of the board themselves and, to an even greater extent, to
other liberals interpreting its work—to the larger, simpler task of
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maintaining economic growth. “We know,” the authors of the 1943
“Resources Development Report” wrote,

that the road to the new democracy runs along the highway of a dynamic
economy, to the full use of our national resources, to full employment,
and increasingly higher standards of living. . . . We stand on the thresh-
old of an economy of abundance. This generation has it within its power
not only to produce in plenty but to distribute that plenty.

As columnist Ernest K. Lindley noted, “The most striking character-
istic of the two [1943 nrPB] reports is their essential conservatism.
The postwar is keyed to the restoration of the free enterprise system
and its encouragement and stimulation.”%*

Central to this new emphasis on growth was the increasing influ-
ence of the ideas of John Maynard Keynes and of the growing num-
ber of American economists who were becoming committed to his
theories. By the late 1930s, Keynes himself was already personally
friendly with some of the leading figures of the New Deal. At the
same time, leading American economists were becoming proponents
of Keynesian ideas. Alvin Hansen, Mordecai Ezekiel, and Gardiner
Means, for example, all of whom were active on the NrPB and all of
whom reached broader audiences through their essays in economic
journals and liberal magazines, had by the early years of the war be-
come converted to at least a portion of Keynes’s general theory.%%

Hansen in particular—one of the principal authors of the 1943
NRPB reports—was in the early 1940s frequently described as
“Keynes’s American counterpart,” “one of the most influential men
in Washington,” “the leader of a whole new economic school.” He
served as an illustration not only of the increasing impact of Keynes
on American economists but of the way in which the American
Keynesians were embracing only the most moderate aspects of an
economic philosophy that, in Keynes’s own hands, at times envi-
sioned far more fundamental change. Hansen’s earlier, celebrated
concerns about “secular stagnation” were now muted. In their place
was a faith in the ability of fiscal policy to ensure continued economic
growth. “Clearly fiscal policy is now and will continue to be a power-
ful factor in the functioning of the modern economy,” Hansen wrote
in 1942. Such policies should be used, he continued, “to develop a
high-consumption economy so that we can achieve full employment.
- - - A higher propensity to consume can in part be achieved by a pro-
gressive tax structure combined with social security, social welfare,
and community consumption expenditures.”66

The wartime expansion had proved to liberals that given suffi-
cient stimuli, the economy could grow at an impressive rate. Keynes’s
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economic doctrines (and the larger constellation of ideas derived
from them) suggested ways to introduce in peacetime the kinds of
stimuli that had created the impressive wartime expansion. They of-
fered, in fact, an escape from one of liberalism’s most troubling di-
lemmas and a mechanism for which reformers had long been grop-
ing. They provided a way to manage the economy without directly
challenging the prerogatives of capitalists. Growth did not necessarily
require constant involvement in the affairs of private institutions,
which (as the experience of wartime mobilization helped demon-
strate) was both endlessly complex and politically difficult; it did not
require a drastic expansion of the regulatory functions of the state.
“To produce in plenty” required only the indirect manipulation of
the economy through the use of fiscal and monetary “levers”; and to
“distribute that plenty” required the creation of an efficient welfare
system. Such measures were not (as some liberals had once believed)
simply temporary stopgaps, keeping things going until some more
basic solution could be found; they were themselves the solution.5

The renewed wartime faith in economic growth led, in short, to
several ideological conclusions of considerable importance to the fu-
ture of liberalism. It helped relegitimize American capitalism among
a circle of men and women who had developed serious doubts about
its viability in an advanced economy. It robbed the “regulatory” re-
form ideas of the late 1930s of their urgency and gave credence in-
stead to Keynesian ideas of indirect management of the economy.
And it fused the idea of the welfare state to the larger vision of sus-
tained economic growth by defining social security mechanisms as
ways to distribute income and enhance purchasing power. No other
single factor was as central to the redefinition of liberal goals as the
simple reality of abundance and the rebirth of faith in capitalism
abundance helped to inspire.

VII

By the end of World War II, the concept of New Deal liberalism
had assumed a new form; and in its assumptions could be seen the
outlines of a transformed political world. Those who were taking the
lead in defining a liberal agenda in the aftermath of the war still
called themselves New Dealers, but they showed relatively little inter-
est in the corporatist and regulatory ideas that had once played so
large a role in shaping the New Deal. They largely ignored the New
Deal’s abortive experiments in economic planning, its failed efforts to
create harmonious associational arrangements, its vigorous if short-
lived antimonopoly and regulatory crusades, its open skepticism to-
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ward capitalism and its captains, its overt celebration of the state. In-
stead, they emphasized those New Deal accomplishments that could
be reconciled more easily with the vision of an essentially compensa-
tory government. They lauded the New Deal’s innovations in social
welfare and social insurance; a decade earlier many had considered
such initiatives of secondary importance. They credited the New Deal
with legitimizing government fiscal policy as a way of dealing with
fluctuations in the business cycle and guaranteeing full employment;
few liberals in the 1930s had understood, let alone supported, such
policies. Above all, perhaps, postwar liberals celebrated the New Deal
for having discovered solutions to the problems of capitalism that re-
quired no alteration in the structure of capitalism; for having defined
a role for the state that did not intrude it too far into the economy.
In earlier years, many liberals had considered the absence of signifi-
cant institutional reform one of the New Deal’s failures.

This transformation had proceeded slowly, at times almost imper-
ceptibly, so much so that for a time many liberals were unaware that
it had even occurred. But for those who cared to look, signs of the
change were abundant. It was visible, for example, in the character
of the postwar liberal community. The “planners,” “regulators,” and
“antimonopolists” who had dominated liberal circles eight years ear-
lier were now largely in eclipse, without much influence on public
discourse. Thurman Arnold, Robert Jackson, and William Douglas
were sitting on federal courts. Thomas Corcoran was practicing law.
Benjamin Cohen was accepting occasional assignments as a delegate
to international conferences. Leon Henderson, one of the last of the
true “New Dealers” to hold a major administrative post during the
war, had resigned as head of the Office of Price Administration in
December 1942 and had become an embittered critic of the govern-
ment’s failures, convinced that without more assertive state planning
and regulation the nation faced an economic disaster after the war.®8

No comparably powerful network could be said to have emerged
by 1945 to take their place; indeed, many liberals were now so preoc-
cupied with international questions and with the emerging schism
within their ranks over the Soviet Union that they paid less attention
to domestic issues. But those who did attempt to define a domestic
agenda were largely people fired with enthusiasm for the vision of a
full-employment economy, people who considered the New Deal’s
principal legacy the idea of effective use of fiscal policy and the ex-
pansion of social welfare and insurance programs. In place of the
“statist” liberals who had helped define public discourse in the 1930s
were such people as Alvin Hansen, one of the architects of the prin-
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cipal liberal initiative of 1945, the Full Employment bill;%® or Chester
Bowles, the last director of the Office of Price Administration, whose
1946 book Tomorrow Without Fear called not for an expansion, or even
a continuation, of the regulatory experiments with which he had
been involved during the war but for an increased reliance on fiscal
policy.”®

The Democratic platform in 1944 was another sign of the chang-
ing political landscape. Four years earlier, the party had filled its plat-
form with calls for attacks on “unbridled concentration of economic
power and the exploitation of the consumer and the investor.” It had
boasted of the New Deal’s regulatory innovations, its aggressive anti-
trust policies, its war on “the extortionate methods of monopoly.”?!
The 1944 platform also praised the administration’s antimonopoly
and regulatory efforts—in a perfunctory sentence near the end. But
most of its limited discussion of domestic issues centered on how the
New Deal had “found the road to prosperity” through aggressive
compensatory measures: fiscal policies and social welfare innova-
tions.”

The changing landscape of liberalism was visible as well in some
of the first retrospective celebrations of the New Deal, in the way
early defenders of its legacy attempted to define its accomplishments.
In 1948, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., published an essay entitled “The
Broad Accomplishments of the New Deal.” The New Deal, he admit-
ted, “made no fundamental attempt to grapple with the problem of
the economies of concentration or of the decline in outlets for real
investment.” But that, he claimed, was not really the point. The New
Deal's most significant accomplishments were much simpler and
more important: “The New Deal took a broken and despairing land
and gave it new confidence in itself. ... All [Roosevelt’s] solutions
were incomplete. But then all great problems are insoluble.””

VIII

The importance of the New Deal lies in large part, of course, in
its actual legislative and institutional achievements. But it lies as well
in its ideological impact on subsequent generations of liberals and in
its effects on two decades of postwar government activism. And in
that light, the New Deal appears not just as a bright moment in which
reform energies briefly prevailed but as part of a long process of ide-
ological adaptation.

For more than half a century, Americans concerned about the im-
pact of industrialization on their society—about the economic insta-
bility, the social dislocations, the manifest injustices—had harbored



112 Alan Brinkley

deep and continuing doubts about the institutions of capitalism. Rel-
atively few had wanted to destroy those institutions, but many had
wanted to use the powers of government to reshape or at least to
tame them. And that desire had been a central element of “progres-
sive” and “liberal” hopes from the late nineteenth century through
the late 1930s.

The ideological history of the late New Deal, from the troubled
years after 1937 through the conclusion of the war, is the story of a
slow repudiation of such commitments and the elevation of other
hopes to replace them. By 1945, American liberals, as the result of
countless small adaptations to a broad range of experiences, had
reached an accommodation with capitalism that served, in effect, to
settle many of the most divisive conflicts of the first decades of the
century. They had done so by convincing themselves that the achieve-
ments of the New Deal had already eliminated the most dangerous
features of the capitalist system; by committing themselves to the be-
lief that economic growth was the surest route to social progress; and
by defining a role for the state that would, they believed, permit it to
compensate for capitalism’s inevitable flaws and omissions without in-
terfering with its internal workings. Thus reconciled to the structure
of their economy, liberals of the postwar world could move forward
into new crusades—fighting for civil rights, eliminating poverty, sav-
ing the environment, protecting consumers, opposing communism,
reshaping the world—crusades that would produce their own
achievements and their own frustrations, and that would one day
lead to another, still unfinished, ideological transformation.
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5 From Corporatism to Collective
Bargaining: Organized Labor and the
Eclipse of Social Democracy in the
Postwar Era

NELSON LICHTENSTEIN

I N RECENT years the decline of the trade union move-
ment and the eclipse of the liberal ideology it long sustained has
thrown into question the political assumptions and organizational
structures upon which the New Deal system of social regulation has
rested. While the postwar generation of economists and social scien-
tists once found the social and political “settlement” of the 1940s a
bulwark of pluralist democracy and progressive economic advance,
contemporary observers have been far more critical. Because of its
very stability, the “labor-capital accord” that emerged after World
War II may well have foreclosed the possibility of a more progressive
approach to American capitalism’s chronic difficulties, made manifest
in the Great Depression itself, and then, more than a generation
later, in the social tensions that accompanied the latter-day erosion of
American industry’s world hegemony. In this process the peculiarly
American system of interclass accommodation that jelled in the
1940s—a decentralized system characterized by extremely detailed,
firm-centered collective bargaining contracts, a relatively low level of
social welfare spending, and a labor market segmented by race, gen-
der, region, and industry—stood counterposed to the once hopeful
effort to expand the welfare state and refashion American politics
along more “European,” explicitly social democratic lines.!

The turning point came between 1946 and 1948 when a still pow-
erful trade union movement found its efforts to bargain over the
shape of the postwar political economy decisively blocked by a pow-
erful remobilization of business and conservative forces. Labor’s am-
bitions were thereafter sharply curbed, and its economic program
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was reduced to a sort of militant interest group politics, in which a
Keynesian emphasis on sustained growth and productivity gain-shar-
ing replaced labor’s earlier commitment to economic planning and
social solidarity. This forced retreat narrowed the political appeal of
labor-liberalism and contributed both to the demobilization and di-
vision of those social forces which had long sustained it.

UNION POWER

The dramatic growth of the organized working class put the
American system of industrial relations at a crossroads in 1945. In
the years since 1933 the number of unionized workers had increased
more than fivefold to over fourteen million. About 30 percent of all
American workers were organized, a density greater than at any time
before and a level that for the first time equaled that of northern
Europe. Unions seemed on the verge of recruiting millions of new
workers in the service trades, in white collar occupations, across great
stretches of the South and Southwest, and even among the lower
ranks of management.? “Your success has been one of the most sur-
prising products of American politics in several generations,” Inte-
rior Secretary Harold Ickes told a cheering cio convention just after
Roosevelt’s 1944 reelection. “You are on your way and you must let
no one stop you or even slow up your march.” Three years later, the
sober-minded Harvard economist Sumner Slichter still counted U.S.
trade unions “the most powerful economic organizations which the
country has ever seen.”

It was not size alone that contributed to this assessment. The élan
so noticeable in many sections of the labor movement rested upon a
degree of union consciousness, in some cases amounting to working-
class loyalty, that would today seem quite extraordinary. The mid-
1940s were no period of social quiescence, for the war itself had had
a complex and dichotomous impact on working Americans. On the
one hand it had provided them with a taste of postwar affluence and
had attuned them to the daily influence of large, bureaucratic insti-
tutions like the military and the government mobilization agencies.
But the labor shortages of that era and the social patriotic ideology
advanced by government and union alike engendered a self-confi-
dent mood that quickly translated itself into a remarkable burst of
rank-and-file activity. Led by shop stewards and local union officers,
hundreds of thousands of workers had taken part in a wildcat strike
movement that had focused on a militant defense of union power in
the workplace itself. And the now forgotten series of postwar general
strikes called by central labor councils in QOakland, California; Lan-
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caster, Pennsylvania; Stamford, Connecticut; and Akron, Ohio are
indicative of the extent to which working-class activity still retained
an occasionally explosive character even in the later half of the
1940s.4

The economic power wielded by American trade unions was by
its very nature political power, for the New Deal had thoroughly po-
liticized all relations between the union movement, the business com-
munity, and the state. The New Deal differed from previous eras of
state activism not only because of the relatively more favorable polit-
ical and legislative environment it created for organized labor but,
perhaps even more important, because the New Deal provided a set
of semipermanent political structures in which key issues of vital con-
cern to the trade union movement might be accommodated. Al-
though the industry codes negotiated under the National Recovery
Administration were declared unconstitutional in 1935, the Fair La-
bor Standards Act established new wage and hour standards three
years later. The National Labor Relations Board established the legal
basis of union power and provided the arena in which jurisdictional
disputes between the unions might be resolved, while the National
War Labor Board had provided a tripartite institution that both set
national wage policy and contributed to the rapid wartime growth of
the new trade unions. The successive appearances of these agencies
seemed to signal the fact that in the future as in the past, the fortunes
of organized labor would be determined as much by a process of po-
liticized bargaining in Washington as by the give and take of contract
collective bargaining.’

As a result of the wartime mobilization the United States seemed
to advance toward the kind of labor-backed corporatism that would
later characterize social policy in northern Europe and Scandinavia.
Corporatism of this sort called for government agencies, composed
of capital, labor, and “public” representatives, to substitute rational,
democratic planning for the chaos and inequities of the market. The
premier examples of such corporatist institutions in 1940s America
were the War Labor Board and its wartime companion, the Office of
Price Administration—administrative régimes that began to reorder
wage and price relations within and between industries. Although
union officials often denounced both agencies for their accommoda-
tion of politically resourceful business and producer groups, the
maintenance of institutions such as these were nevertheless seen by
most liberal and labor spokesmen as the kernel of a postwar “in-
comes” policy. That policy would continue the rationalization of the
labor market begun during the war, set profit and price guidelines,
and redistribute income into worker and consumer hands. These
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agencies were usually staffed by individuals somewhat sympathetic to
their consumer and trade union constituencies and headed by New
Dealers like Chester Bowles and William H. Davis who recognized the
legitimacy of labor’s corporate interests.

The War Labor Board, for example, socialized much of the trade
union movement’s prewar agenda, thus making seniority and griev-
ance systems, vacation pay and night-shift supplements, sick leave
and paid mealtimes, standard “entitlements” mandated for an in-
creasingly large section of the working class. Likewise, the Little Steel
wage formula, although bitterly resisted by the more highly paid and
well organized sections of the working class, had enough loopholes
and special dispensations to enable low-paid workers in labor-short
industries to bring their wages closer to the national average. Thus
black wages rose twice as rapidly as white, and weekly earnings in
cotton textiles and in retail trade increased about 50 percent faster
than in high-wage industries like steel and auto.” By the onset of post-
war reconversion, wLB wage policy was explicitly egalitarian. “It is not
desirable to increase hourly earnings in each industry in accordance
with the rise of productivity in that industry,” declared a July 1945
memorandum. “The proper goal of policy is to increase hourly earn-
ing generally in proportion to the average increase of productivity in
the economy as a whole.”®

LaBoR’s VisiON

Since contemporary trade unions have often been equated with
“special interest politics,” it is important to recognize that the Ameri-
can trade union movement of the immediate postwar era, and espe-
cially its industrial union wing, adopted a social agenda that was
broad, ambitious, and not without prospects for success. The unions
thought the welfare of the working class would be advanced not only,
or even primarily, by periodic wage bargaining but through a politi-
cal realignment of the major parties that would give them a powerful
voice in the management of industry, planning the overall political
economy and expansion of the welfare state. The union agenda was
never an entirely consistent one, but its thrust meshed well with the
corporatist strain that characterized late New Deal social policy.

This perspective was most graphically manifest in the demand for
tripartite industry governance, embodied in the Industry Council
Plan put forward by cro president Philip Murray early in the war.
The industry council idea represented an admixture of Catholic so-
cial reformism and New Deal era faith in business-labor-government
cooperation. Under the general guidance of a friendly government,
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the Industry Council Plan contemplated the fusion of economic and
political bargaining at the very highest levels of industry governance.
Here was the essence of the c10’s corporatist vision: organized labor
would have a voice in the production goals, investment decisions, and
employment patterns of the nation’s core industries. “The Industry
Council Plan,” wrote Philip Murray, “is a program for democratic
economic planning and for participation by the people in the key de-
cisions of the big corporations.” Such important elements of the
union movement’s wartime agenda as the Guaranteed Annual Wage,
industry-wide bargaining, and rationalization of the wage structure
could be won only through this initiative.®

If the c10 plan had something of an abstract air about it, the pro-
posals put forward by the young autoworker leader, Walter Reuther,
had a good deal more political bite. Reuther rose to national promi-
nence in 1940 and 1941 with a widely publicized “500 planes a day”
plan to resolve the military aviation bottleneck through a state-spon-
sored rationalization of the entire auto/aircraft industry. Reuther
proposed a tripartite Aircraft Production Board that would have the
power to reorganize production facilities without regard for corpo-
rate boundaries, markets, or personnel. It would conscript labor and
work space where and when needed and secure for the uaw at least
a veto over a wide range of managerial functions. Winning wide sup-
port among those New Dealers who still retained a commitment to
social planning, the Reuther plan was ultimately delayed and then
defeated by an automobile industry both hostile to social experimen-
tation and increasingly well represented within the government’s
wartime production agencies.!®

The Reuther plan nevertheless cast a long shadow, for it con-
tained hallmarks of the strategic approach so characteristic of labor-
liberalism in the 1940s: an assault on management’s traditional power
made in the name of economic efficiency and the public interest, and
an effort to shift power relations within the structure of industry and
politics, usually by means of a tripartite governmental entity empow-
ered to plan for whole sections of the economy. Thus did auto exec-
utive George Romney declare, “Walter Reuther is the most danger-
ous man in Detroit because no one is more skillful in bringing about
the revolution without seeming to disturb the existing forms of soci-
ety

Indeed, the union movement defined the left wing of what was
possible in the political affairs of the day. Its vision and its power
attracted a species of political animal hardly existant today, the “la-
bor-liberal” who saw organized labor as absolutely central to the suc-
cessful pursuit of his political agenda. After 1943 the c10’s new Polit-
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ical Action Committee put organizational backbone into the northern
Democratic party, and the next year its “People’s Program for 1944”
codified many of the central themes that would define liberalism in
the immediate postwar years: big-power cooperation, full employ-
ment, cultural pluralism, and economic planning.!? “Labor’s role in
our national progress is unique and paramount,” affirmed Supreme
Court justice William O. Douglas as late as 1948. “It is labor, organ-
ized and independent labor, that can supply much of the leadership,
energy and motive power which we need today.”!®

But labor-liberalism was never a coherent or static doctrine, and
in the mid-decade years its opinion-molding, policy-oriented adher-
ents had made a subtle shift in their thinking about how the political
economy could be made both efficient and just. New Dealers who had
once entertained “underconsumptionist” assumptions of U.S. eco-
nomic maturity and stagnation had been startled by the remarkable
success of the American mobilization effort. Structural changes in the
distribution of economic power, such as those envisioned by the c1o’s
various schemes for tripartite governance of industry, now seemed
less necessary to ensure economic growth and full employment. “Our
phenomenal economic success in the forties is a tribute to the resil-
iency of the system,” declared economist Seymour E. Harris in the
introduction to a 1948 collection of essays by Leon Keyserling, Alvin
Hansen, Chester Bowles, and other New Dealers. Saving American
Capitalism: A Liberal Economic Program saw a Keynesian program of
demand stimulation, social welfare expenditure, and economic plan-
ning for specific industry sectors and geographic regions as the “blue-
print for a second new deal,” designed to assure that “capitalism is
not but a passing phase in the historical process from feudalism to
socialism.”** High on this liberal agenda was a long-overdue expan-
sion of Social Security and unemployment insurance, elaboration of
a system of national health insurance, and a commitment to full em-
ployment. Union wage demands were of particular social usefulness,
for now the labor movement’s traditional demand for higher income
meshed easily with the emerging Keynesian view that aggregrate de-
mand must be sustained and income redistributed to avoid a new
slump.

During World War II many liberals had seen the regulatory ap-
paratus of the federal government as the key arena in which such
plans for postwar reconstruction might be generated. But their fail-
ure to prevent corporate domination of the reconversion process,
combined with their disappointment that the long-sought Employ-
ment Act of 1946 eschewed real economic planning, forced those
economists and administrators who had championed a progressive
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reconversion program to look elsewhere, primarily to the union
movement where the economic muscle and voting strength of labor’s
battalions might yet advance their agenda. Thus Donald Mont-
gomery, the former Agriculture Department consumer counsel who
resigned when that department undermined wartime price controls,
took over the uaw’s Washington office, and in 1945 emerged as
the author of “Purchasing Power for Prosperity,” the vaw’s left-
Keynesian manifesto in the 1945—46 cM strike. Likewise, Robert Na-
than, who had played a central role in shaping the abortive reconver-
sion schemes of the Office of War Mobilization and Reconversion,
reemerged in 1947 as the author of the c10’s “Nathan Report,” which
advocated a classwide wage increase as a way of repairing the damage
done by the collapse of price controls and fulfilling the redistributive
economic program the Truman administration was unwilling to in-
augurate.!®

LABOR AND THE SEARCH FOR A RECONVERSION
WAGE PROGRAM

The cio hoped to take the tripartite, corporatist model of wage-
price bargaining that had emerged during the war and use it to
bridge the uncertain political currents of the reconversion era. The
industrial union federation wanted a National Production Board that
would preside over the reconversion of defense plants to civilian pro-
duction, maintain a semblance of price control, and establish a set of
wage guidelines designed to defend working-class incomes. As cio
president Philip Murray told a 1944 labor meeting, “Only chaos and
destruction of our industrial life will result if employers look to the
war’s end as an opportunity for a union-breaking, wage cutting,
open-shop drive, and if labor unions have to resort to widespread
strikes to defend their very existence and the living standards of their
members.”’® To forestall such a prospect, the cio in March 1945
sponsored a “Labor-Management Charter” with William Green of
the aFL and Eric Johnston, the corporate liberal president of the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce. Consisting of a list of often irreconcilable
platitudes hailing the virtues of unfettered free enterprise and the
rights of labor, the charter nevertheless symbolized the c10’s hope for
cooperation with the liberal wing of American capitalism in stabiliz-
ing postwar industrial relations along roughly the lines established
during the war. “It's Industrial Peace for the Postwar Period,” head-
lined the CIO News. In return for management support for the una-
mended Wagner Act and a high-wage, high-employment postwar
strategy, the unions pledged to defend “a system of private competi-
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tive capitalism” including “the inherent right and responsibility of
management to direct the operations of an enterprise.”!?

The businessmen with whom the c1o hoped to work were collec-
tive bargaining progressives and moderate Keynesians who favored a
countercyclic fiscal policy and a degree of structural reform as the
minimum program necessary to stabilize postwar capitalism. Often
influenced by the Committee for Economic Development and the
Twentieth Century Fund, they also supported the 1946 Full Employ-
ment Act in something like its original, liberal form. Among these
progressive industrialists with whom the cro sought an alliance, in
addition to the Chamber of Commerce’s Eric Johnston, who called
for a “people’s capitalism” in the postwar era, was Paul Hoffman of
the Studebaker Corporation, who took pride in his company’s har-
monious relationship with organized labor. But the most famous of
these progressives was undoubtedly Henry ]. Kaiser, the maverick
West Coast industrialist who had built his empire on New Deal con-
struction projects and wartime contracts. Hardly an opponent of gov-
ernment planning or public works spending, Kaiser’s good relations
with the unions and the pioneering health-care facilities at his ship-
yards and mills added to his reputation as a social liberal. In 1945 he
won strong Uaw cooperation for a well-publicized effort to convert
the giant Willow Run bomber plant to civilian car production.!®

Implementation of a new wage-price policy was one of the key
elements in such an accord with the liberal wing of the business
community, so state action was essential. The cio wanted a 20- or 30-
percent increase in real wages to make up for the elimination of over-
time pay at the end of the war, and many New Dealers like Com-
merce Secretary Henry Wallace and William Davis, now head of the
Office of Economic Stabilization, considered such a wage boost essen-
tial to maintain living standards and avoid the long-feared postwar
downturn.!®

Such forecasts were music to c1o ears, but the political and social
base for such a liberal postwar prospect had already been eroded.
Since 1938 labor-liberalism had been on the defensive, stymied by the
defection of Southern agriculture from the New Deal coalition, by
the political rejuvenation of a conservative manufacturing interest
during World War II, and by the reemergence of long-standing eth-
nic and social tensions within the urban Democratic party. Certainly
emblematic of this stalemate was Harry Truman’s selection as vice-
president in 1944, replacing Henry Wallace, the labor-liberal favor-
ite. FDR’s successor was not-a New Dealer, but a border-state Demo-
crat, a party centrist whose political skill would lie in successfully
presiding over an increasingly factionalized party coalition.?
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Truman certainly recognized that in order to govern, the unions
and their liberal allies had to be accommodated—this was the lesson
that Clark Clifford would drill home in his famous strategy memo-
randum on the 1948 campaign—but even before the cold war came
to dominate its outlook, the personnel of his administration took on
a particularly parochial outlook. Within a year virtually all of FDR’s
cabinet resigned, to be replaced by men like John Snyder, a Missouri
banker now at the Office of War Mobilization and Reconversion who
would come to have an “ideological fear” of Walter Reuther. Califor-
nia oilman Edwin Pauley, now at the Navy Department, sought in-
dustry exploitation of the government’s rich oil reserves.?! Moreover,
Truman had none of the patrician equanimity with which FDR faced
the leaders of the labor movement. Although the President prided
himself on his humble origins, he found emotionally jarring and
somehow illegitimate the power and resources now commanded by
trade union leaders. Thus Clark Clifford remembered a bitter 1946
showdown with the United Mine Workers’ John L. Lewis as “the mo-
ment when Truman finally and irrevocably stepped out from the
shadow of FDR to become President in his own right.”??

Truman’s inadequacies aside, the cio had profoundly misjudged
the tenor of the postwar business community. The progressive indus-
trialists with whom the industrial union federation hoped to achieve
an accord were in fact a relatively uninfluential minority. Key busi-
ness spokesmen were those practical conservatives who presided over
the core manufacturing firms in the unionized steel, electrical, auto,
rubber, and transport industries. Led by men such as John A. Ste-
phens of U.S. Steel, Ira Mosher of the National Association of Man-
ufacturers, and Charles E. Wilson of General Motors, these industri-
alists had emerged from the war with enormous sophistication and
self-confidence. Unlike their counterparts in continental Europe, or
even in the British Isles, who had been tarred with the brush of col-
laboration or appeasement, American business leaders found the
wartime experience one of both commercial success and political ad-
vance. They felt in little need of the kind of state-sponsored labor-
management collaboration that helped legitimize a mixed capitalist
economy in Germany, France, and Italy in the immediate postwar
era.

These industrialists recognized the potential usefulness of the
new industrial unions as stabilizers of the labor force and moderators
of industrial conflict, but they also sought the restoration of mana-
gerial prerogatives that wartime conditions had eroded in the areas
of product pricing, market allocation, and shop-floor work environ-
ment. They were intensely suspicious of the kind of New Deal social
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engineering favored by labor, and only with some reluctance did they
accommodate themselves to the modest degree of economic stimula-
tion that would later go by the name “commercial Keynesianism.”
Looking forward to a postwar boom, they wanted to be free of gov-
ernment or union interference in determining the wage-price rela-
tionship in each industry.? Thus the long-awaited Labor-Manage-
ment conference that President Truman convened in November
1945 was doomed to failure. No accord proved possible on either the
prerogatives of management or the scope of legitimate union de-
mands, and on the crucial issue of a general wage policy, the cio got
nowhere. Philip Murray offered industry a de facto policy of labor
peace in return for a pattern wage increase, which Truman had en-
dorsed in a speech of October 30, but the opposition was so great that
the issue never secured a place on the formal conference agenda.?

The cio faced resistance not only from industry but from within
the labor movement itself. The arL unions had never been as com-
mitted as the c10 to the tripartite bargaining arrangements of the war
era, and these unions demanded a return to free and unrestricted
collective bargaining. In part this stemmed from the arL’s tradition
of Gompersarian voluntarism, but it also reflected the contrasting or-
ganizational base of the two labor federations. The cio industrial
unions were overwhelmingly concentrated in the manufacturing sec-
tor of the economy where they faced oligopolistically organized em-
ployers who were themselves capable of imposing a new wage pat-
tern. But only 35 percent of arL membership lay in this heavy
industrial sector, while construction, transportation, and service
trades proved the federation’s most important centers of strength.
These decentralized, and now booming, sectors of the economy were
less subject to the pattern-setting guidelines established by core firms
like General Motors and U.S. Steel. With almost seven million mem-
bers in 1945, the AFL was not only 30 percent larger than the c1o but
actually growing more rapidly, in part because its flexible model of
mixed craft and industrial unionism seemed to fit more closely the
actual contours of the postwar economy than did the cio brand of
mass organization. This meant that although ci0 unions like the
Steelworkers and the vaw remained innovative and powerful institu-
tions, their political and organizational weight was often less impres-
sive than it seemed.?

Although he was an industrial unionist, John L. Lewis spoke most
forthrightly for the AFL viewpoint. Repeated clashes between the umw
and the Roosevelt administration during the war had soured the
mine leader on the kind of state-sponsored industrial planning ar-
rangements he had once advocated as the c10’s first president. Lewis
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was now determined to exercise his union’s power unfettered by a
new set of federal regulations. “What Murray and the c10 are asking
for,” declared Lewis at the Labor-Management conference, “is a cor-
porate state, wherein the activities of the people are regulated and
constrained by a dictatorial government. We are opposed to the cor-
porate state.”%®

THE GM STRIKE AND AMERICAN LIBERALISM

This stalemate led directly to the General Motors strike, actually
begun while the conference remained in session, and then to the gen-
eral strike wave that spread throughout basic industry in the winter
of 1946. Like Walter Reuther’s other wartime “plans,” the ¢m strike
program made a strong appeal to the “national” interest, this time
not so much in terms of rationalized production and democratic con-
trol, but as part of the emerging Keynesian consensus that a substan-
tial boost in mass purchasing power would be necessary to avoid a
postwar depression. The vaw’s demand that industry pacesetter GM
raise wages by some 30 percent without increasing the price of its
product seemed adventuresome in a collective bargaining negotia-
tion; even more so was its demand that GM “open the books” to dem-
onstrate its ability to pay. The company quickly denounced these vaw
demands as European-style socialism, but they were in fact little more
than standard ora price-setting procedures now translated into the
language of collective bargaining.?’

While this program was formally directed against the giant auto-
maker, it was in practice a union demand against the state as well, for
its ultimate success rested upon the ability of an increasingly embat-
tled oPa to resist industry pressure and enforce price guidelines well
into the postwar era. This program won Reuther a wave of support,
both within the vaw, where it prepared the way for his election as
union president, and among influential liberals who identified with
the union effort. A union-sponsored “National Citizens Committee
on the M-uaw Dispute” lauded the vaw’s determination to lift “col-
lective bargaining to a new high level by insisting that the advance-
ment of Labor’s interest shall not be made at the expense of the pub-
lic.” And a strike support committee, headquartered at NaAcP offices
in New York, quickly enrolled such luminaries as Eleanor Roosevelt,
Wayne Morse, Reinhold Niebuhr, Walter White, and Leon Hender-
son.28

Reuther and the rest of the cto won an 18.5-cent wage increase
during the postwar round of strikes and negotiations that ended in
the late winter of 1946. But the effort to turn this struggle into a
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downward redistribution of real income was decisively repulsed, first
by the adamant opposition of industrial management, second by Tru-
man administration vacillation (owMRr director John Snyder played
the key role here), and finally by division and timidity within trade
union ranks, especially after Philip Murray made it clear that the
Steelworkers’ union would not turn its mid-winter strike into a polit-
ical conflict with the Truman administration over the maintenance of
price controls.

The 1946 strike settlement ended left-liberal hopes that organ-
ized labor could play a direct role in reshaping class relations for the
society as a whole. Thereafter Reutherite social unionism gradually
tied its fate more closely to that of industry and moved away from a
strategy that sought to use union power to demand structural
changes in the political economy. Instead the uaw worked toward ne-
gotiation of an increasingly privatized welfare program that eventu-
ally succeeded in providing economic security for employed auto-
workers. But just as postwar liberalism gradually reduced its
commitment to national planning and eschewed issues of social and
economic control, so too did the vaw abandon the quest for labor
participation in running the automobile industry. And just as liber-
alism increasingly came to define itself as largely concerned with the
maintenance of economic growth and an expansion of the welfare
state, so too would the uaw and the rest of the labor movement define
its mission in these terms.?

TAFT-HARTLEY AND AMERICAN POLITICS

Although the immediate postwar strike wave had proven the larg-
est since 1919, the pattern wage increases won by the uaw and other
major unions soon evaporated under the galloping inflation let loose
when government price controls were cut back during the summer.
In the fall, therefore, all the major unions had to return to the bar-
gaining table to demand another round of wage increases. Unions
that sought to improve on postwar wage patterns, such as the Railway
Brotherhoods and the umw, now found that “free” collective bargain-
ing of the sort advocated by John L. Lewis brought them into bitter
confrontations with the government. The frequent strikes and an-
nual pay boosts of this era, which industry used to raise prices, were
at least partially responsible for creating the conservative, antilabor
political climate that gave Republicans their large victory in the 1946
elections and then culminated in the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act
in 1947.30

Passage of the Taft-Hartley Act over President Truman’s veto
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proved a milestone, not only for the actual legal restrictions the new
law imposed on the trade unions, but as a symbol of the shifting re-
lationship between the unions and the state during the late 1940s.
The law sought to curb the practice of interunion solidarity, eliminate
the radical cadre who still held influence within trade union ranks,
and contain the labor movement to roughly its existing geographic
and demographic terrain. The anti-Communist affidavits, the prohi-
bition against secondary boycotts, the enactment of section 14b allow-
ing states to prohibit the union shop, the ban on foreman unionism—
all these sections of the law had been on the agenda of the National
Association of Manufacturers and other conservative groups since
1938. Of course, Taft-Hartley was not the fascist-like “slave labor
law” denounced by the arL and cio alike. In later years, unions like
the Teamsters prospered even in right-to-work states, while the bar-
gaining relationship between employers and most big industrial
unions was relatively unaffected by the new law.3! But if Taft-Hartley
did not destroy the union movement, it did impose upon it a legal/
administrative straitjacket that encouraged contractual parochialism
and penalized any serious attempt to project a classwide political-eco-
nomic strategy.

This explains the union movement’s enormous hostility to Taft-
Hartley. As cio counsel Lee Pressman put it in 1947, “When you
think of it merely as a combination of individual provisions, you are
losing entirely the full impact of the program, the sinister conspiracy
that has been hatched.” Union leaders correctly recognized that the
act represented the definitive end of the brief era in which the state
served as an arena in which the trade unions could bargain for the
kind of tripartite accommodation with industry that had been so
characteristic of the New Deal years. At the very highest levels a trust
had been broken, which is why Philip Murray declared the law “con-
ceived in sin.”3 Taft-Hartley had altered the whole texture of the
sociopolitical environment, and the failure of the congressional Dem-
ocrats to repeal the law in 1949 proved the final blow for many
unionists. As Arthur Goldberg, who replaced Lee Pressman as cio
lawyer, sadly put it in late 1949, the law had “in its most fundamental
aspect created great changes in our industrial mores with incalculable
effects.”

The SEARCH FOR PoLITICAL REALIGNMENT

If the tide of public sentiment, congressional votes, and adminis-
tration policy all seemed to be shifting against the unions, these or-
ganizations were not without the resources to mount a counterattack.
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There were two elements in this strategy: the first, Operation Dixie,
the c1o campaign to organize the South, was carefully planned and
well funded; the second, labor’s search for a political alternative to
Truman, and quite possibly to the Democratic party, represented
more of an unfocused mood than a program of action. Nevertheless,
both of these efforts were not without the prospect of some real im-
pact on the body politic; but in both cases failure became almost in-
evitable when the Communist issue and the cold war became a central
focus of domestic politics in postwar America.

In the mid-1940s the fate of the trade unions and of the move-
ment for black freedom were more closely linked than at any other
time in American history. American blacks were overwhelmingly pro-
letarian, and after almost two million had been enrolled in labor’s
ranks, the fight for civil rights entered a much larger and more dy-
namic phase, putting it near the top of the national political agenda.
In cities like Detroit and Pittsburgh, and even in Birmingham and
Memphis, the trade unions played a vanguard role during the 1940s.
This was hardly because of the racial egalitarianism of their rank and
file (white working-class racism was probably on the rise after 1943);
rather, unionists with any sort of strategic vision recognized the sim-
ple organizational necessity of forging a union movement with at
least a minimal degree of interracial solidarity.>* Thus the NaAcP’s
Harold Preece concluded that the cro had become a “lamp of democ-
racy” after his multistate tour of the old Confederacy in mid-1941.
“The South has not known such a force since the historic Union
Leagues in the great days of the Reconstruction era.”®

Of course, this link between cro-style unionism and the mobiliza-
tion of an increasingly self-confident black movement was instantly
appreciated by the political leadership of the white South, whose mil-
itant opposition to even the most attenuated New Deal reforms can
be dated from the birth of this interracial alliance in the late 1930s.
The c10 therefore sought to break the political power of the Bourbon
South, both at home and in Congress, by striking at its heart, the
bastions of racial segregation and low-wage labor in the deep South.
During the war both labor federations had made substantial inroads
in that region, organizing more than 800,000 new workers.*® In 1944
the c10’s new Political Action Committee had mobilized war workers
in Alabama and Texas shipyards to defeat such well-known labor bai-
ters as Martin Dies and Joe Starnes. And in Winston-Salem, wartime
organization of the heavily black Reynolds Tobacco Company over-
night transformed that city’s Naacp chapter into the largest and most
vital in the seaboard South, which in turn opened local politics to
black participation for the first time since the Populist era.’?
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Beginning in mid-1946, Operation Dixie sought to replay these
local breakthroughs on an even larger scale, in the process mobilizing
an interracial electorate that could realign the very shape of Southern
politics. “When Georgia is organized . . . ,” predicted Van Bitter, cio
southern organizing director, “you will find our old friend Gene Tal-
madge trying to break into the doors of the cio conventions and tell
our people that he has always been misunderstood.”??

But Operation Dixie was a thorough failure. The cio put up a
million dollars, recruited some two hundred organizers, and opened
scores of offices throughout the South. Not to be outflanked, the AFL
almost immediately opened its own rival campaign to bring authentic
“American” unionism to the region. While some inroads were made
in 1946 and 1947, the resistance from the political and industrial
leadership of the white South proved overwhelming, and the propor-
tion of union nonfarm labor in the South declined from just above
20 percent in 1945 to something under 18 percent ten years later.
Meanwhile, white supremacists made the cro-pac a whipping boy in
each election season, and with the rise of the Dixiecrats and the de-
feat of such pro-union racial moderates as Claude Pepper and Frank
Graham later in the decade, the Southern congressional delegation
was even more monolithically reactionary in 1950 than it had been
five years before.3?

Operation Dixie’s failure was cause and consequence of the stale-
mate in domestic politics that characterized the early postwar years.
To have organized the South in the late 1940s would have required
a massive, socially disruptive interracial campaign reminiscent of the
cIo at its most militant moment in the late 1930s—indeed, a cam-
paign not dissimilar from that which the modern civil rights move-
ment would wage in the 1960s. Moreover, it would have required the
kind of federal backing, both legal and ideological, offered by the
Wagner Act in the 1930s and the Supreme Court’s Brown decision
twenty years later.

Although many of the political ingredients for such a symbiosis
were available, such a campaign never jelled in 1946 and 1947. First,
the white South was economically and politically stronger in 1946
than it had been ten or twelve years earlier. The New Deal’s massive
intervention in the agricultural economy of that region had revived
cotton and tobacco cultivation and begun a process of financial sub-
sidy and farm mechanization that tilted the balance of power in the
rural South still further to the political and social interests of large
landowners. In the long run New Deal agricultural policies would
proletarianize millions of rural blacks and set the stage for the trans-
formation of the Democratic party and the civil rights movement of
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the 1960s, but in the late 1940s such displacement merely generated
a labor surplus that depopulated the countryside and intensified ra-
cial competition at the bottom of the labor market.*® Moreover, direct
federal pressure upon the white South would remain quite timid in
the postwar years, notwithstanding the celebrated bolt of the Dixie-
crats at the 1948 Democratic convention. Reluctant to fragment the
crumbling Democratic coalition, Truman tried long and hard to ac-
commodate both civil rights liberals and Southern white suprema-
cists. “The strategy,” an assistant later explained, “was to start with a
bold measure and then temporize to pick up the right-wing forces.”#!

The government’s timidity was matched by that of organized la-
bor and its liberal allies. Red-baiting and race-baiting had long been
staples of Southern anti-unionism, but instead of directly confronting
these attacks, cio leaders sought to deflect Southern xenophobia by
excluding Communists and other radicals from participation in Op-
eration Dixie. Thus resources of the Communist-led trade unions
and of Popular Front institutions like the Southern Conference for
Human Welfare and the Highlander Folk School were shunted
aside.*? Of course, c1o anticommunism was not alone responsible for
the defeat of Operation Dixie; the decisive battles in the key textile
mill towns were over by the end of 1946, before this issue became all-
consuming. But the labor movement’s internal conflict may well have
turned a tactical defeat into a disorganized rout. For example, two of
the most dynamic unions in the postwar South, the Mine, Mill and
Smelter Workers, and the Food and Tobacco Workers, were heavily
black organizations hospitable to the Communists. By 1949 locals of
these unions were being systematically raided by anti-Communist cio
unions. The crisis came to a head in Alabama when Murray’s own
Steelworkers broke the Mine, Mill local that represented militant
black iron miners around Birmingham. Recruiting their cadre from
elements close to the KKk, usw locals in northern Alabama blended
anticommunism with overt racism to raid the Mine, Mill union and
destroy one of the black community’s most progressive institutions.
The legacy of this fratricidal conflict extended well into the 1960s
when Birmingham became synonymous with brutal white resistance
to the civil rights movement.*?

The cold war’s chilling effect on domestic politics also sealed the
fate of labor-liberal efforts to find an effective vehicle that could stem
the rightward drift in national politics. Until the spring of 1948 labor-
liberals almost uniformly repudiated Truman as their presidential
candidate and proposed replacing him with men as different as
Dwight D. Eisenhower and William O. Douglas. More significant, the
structure of the Democratic party also came under scrutiny. The cio,
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the new Americans for Democratic Action, and the AFL favored its
“realignment,” either by liberalization of the South or, if that failed,
the explusion of the Dixiecrats. Moreover, there was still enough in-
terest in the formation of a third party to create at least a serious
debate within some of the major unions—notably the uaw—and
within sections of the liberal community. Mainstream union leaders
had always held a dichotomous view of this subject. In the short run
(that is, before the next election), unionists rejected the third-party
idea on the grounds that it would “divide progressive forces.” But
when unionists looked further down the line, the labor party idea
seemed more attractive. In 1946 C. Wright Mills found that among
cIo national officers, 65 percent favored such a new political initiative
in ten years’ time.**

Yet as the Democratic party declined in both its liberalism and its
electability, the union determination to preserve the unity of “pro-
gressive” forces seemed increasingly tenuous. Thus in the spring of
1946, John Dewey, Norman Thomas, and Walter Reuther, all iden-
tified with the anti-Communist wing of American liberalism, issued a
call for a National Educational Committee for a New Party. A year
later, the uaw’s secretary-treasurer, the socialist Emil Mazey, told local
union presidents to take “concrete action in building an independent
labor party of workers and farmers.” So unsure was Reuther of Tru-
man’s reelection that he scheduled a unionwide third-party political
education meeting for January 21, 1949, the day after Thomas Dew-
ey’s presidential inauguration.*®

Ironically, it was the actual formation of a third party—the Pro-
gressive party, which ran Henry Wallace for president—that put a
decisive end to such political experimentation and brought the indus-
trial union wing of the labor movement even closer to the Democratic
party. For nearly a decade Wallace had enjoyed remarkable support
in labor-liberal circles; as late as 1947 his vision of a global New Deal
and great-power collaboration coincided with that of many liberals
and the entire cio wing of the labor movement. But his candidacy
brought into sharp relief two issues that would prove crucial to the
political reformulation of postwar labor-liberalism. The first was the
Marshall Plan, and more generally the effort to integrate into an
American-dominated world order the shattered economies of the in-
dustrialized West and commodity-producing South. Although ini-
tially greeted with some skepticism even by anti-Communist union
leaders like Walter Reuther, the Marshall Plan won strong endorse-
ment from most liberals as their hopes for the construction of a
purely domestic full-employment welfare state declined, and as the
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Truman administration advanced the European Recovery Program
as a key to international trade and North Atlantic prosperity.?

The second issue raised by the Wallace candidacy was the legiti-
macy of the Communists in American political life, and more broadly
the possibility that Popular Front politics might have a continuing rel-
evance in postwar America. Wallace refused to accept the postwar

-settlement that was emerging abroad and at home. He wanted dé-
tente with the Soviet Union (accepting its control of Eastern Europe)
and saw the Marshall Plan as little more than an effort to drive West-
ern Europe into the straitjacket constructed by a newly hegemonic
American capitalism. At home he denounced Taft-Hartley, defended
those unions that defied its sanctions, and tried to ally himself with
the most advanced forms of civil rights militancy.*’

By 1948 the Wallace candidacy was therefore anathema, for it
represented a break with what was becoming fundamental in postwar
America: alignment with the government in the battalions of the new
cold war and exclusion of the Communists from the political arena.
This was made explicit in a January 1948 cro executive council reso-
lution rejecting the Progressive party and endorsing the Marshall
Plan. A powerful Wallace movement threatened to taint the cio with
the badge of disloyalty. “The real issue,” asserted the ever cautious
Philip Murray, “is the jeopardy in which you place your Unions.”?
Truman’s well-crafted opening to the labor-liberals—his Taft-Hartley
veto message in June 1947, his accommodation of the urban coali-
tion’s pressure for federal civil rights action in the summer of 1948,
and his pseudopopulist “Give ‘'m Hell, Harry” presidential campaign
in the fall—solidified labor-liberal ties with the Democratic party. Al-
though the trade unions might still differ privately on bargaining
goals or even their approach to Taft-Hartley, any divergence from
the cio election strategy was tantamount to organizational treason,
which was in fact one of the charges leveled against several unions
expelled from the c1o in 1949.#

Organized labor’s failure to build its own political party may well
have been overdetermined, even in an era when its organizational
strength reached a twentieth-century apogee. The peculiarities of the
American electoral system, the concentration of union strength in a
relative handful of states, the ideological pressures generated by the
cold war, and the continuing ethnic and racial divisions within the
working class are but the most obvious factors that sealed labor’s al-
liance with the Democratic party. But the costs of this political mar-
riage still require calculation. Even in the urban North the Demo-
cratic party rarely offered the representatives of organized labor
more than a subordinate role in the development of its political pro-
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gram. The cro bargained with the Democratic party “much as it
would with an employer,” admitted pac head Jack Kroll in the early
1950s.50

Two important consequences flowed from this dilemma. At the
level of national policy formation, organized labor had no effective
vehicle through which it could exert systematic pressure upon either
the Democratic party or the state apparatus. The trade unions main-
tained an extensive lobbying operation in Washington and in most
state capitals, but on any given issue of interest to their membership,
they were forced to rebuild the labor-liberal coalition all over again.
Thus labor took justifiable credit for the reelection of Truman in
1948, but it proved incapable of translating this vote into a coherent
congressional majority after Congress convened three months later.
In turn, this radical disjunction between the relative solidity of the
working-class vote and the weakness of its political representation
contributed to the demobilization and depoliticization of a large part
of the American working class in these years. Denied access to a po-
litical leadership that could articulate their specific class-oriented in-
terests, workers found their consciousness shaped either by the pa-
rochial interests of their union, or, more likely, by the vaguely
populist rhetoric of mainsteam Democrats.?!

PRIVATIZATION OF THE WELFARE STATE

After 1947 the defensive political posture adopted by even the
most liberal of the cio unions enhanced the apparent appeal of a
narrowly focused brand of private-sector collective bargaining. For
example, the conservative victory in the 1946 congressional elections
had a dramatic impact on Walter Reuther’s own thinking. In a radio
debate of May 1946, well before the elections, Reuther told his audi-
ence that rhetoric about a “government controlled economy” was a
big-business scare tactic. The real question, he said, is “how much
government control and for whose benefit.” But in the wake of the
massive Republican victory of November 1946 Reuther made a rhe-
torical about-face, now urging “free labor” and “free management”
to join in solving their problems, or a “superstate will arise to do it
for us.”* Or as Reuther put it in another context, “I'd rather bargain
with General Motors than with the government . . . General Motors
has no army.”%

General Motors and other big companies also sought a long-range
accommodation with their own unions. General Motors wanted to
contain unionism within what it considered its “proper sphere”;
otherwise, declared Charles Wilson, the “border area of collective
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bargaining will be a constant battleground between unions and man-
agement.”® To executives like Wilson this fear was exacerbated by
the realization that inflationary pressures generated by cold war mil-
itary spending would be a permanent feature of the postwar scene.
The vaw effort to link company pricing policy to a negotiated wage
package in 1946 had been staved off by 6M, but the company realized
that disruptive strikes and contentious annual wage negotiations, es-
pecially if couched as part of a broader offensive against corporate
power, merely served to embitter shop-floor labor relations and ham-
per the company’s long-range planning.

Therefore in the spring of 1948—just after the Czech coup and
during the months when Congress debated an administration request
for a $3.3 billion military procurement package—cM offered the uaw
a contract that seemed to promise social peace even in an era of con-
tinuous inflation. Two features were central to the new social order:
first, an automatic cost-of-living adjustment keyed to the general
price index; second, a 2-percent “annual improvement factor” wage
increase designed to reflect, if only partially, the still larger annual
rise in GM productivity. To GM, such permanently escalating labor
costs would prove tolerable because this industrial giant faced little
effective competition, either foreign or domestic, so it could easily
“administer” any price increases made necessary by the new labor
contract.??

The agreement was a dramatic, even a radical, departure from
past union practice. Reuther himself had rejected wage escalation un-
til early 1948, and a Twentieth Century Fund survey of union leaders
taken later the same year revealed that more than 90 percent op-
posed coLa clauses in their contracts. With the general wage declines
of 1921, 1930-32, and 1938 still a living memory, most union leaders
instinctively rejected the premise upon which the cm-uaw contract
was based: the emergence of a new era of inflationary prosperity and
relative social peace. Labor leaders thought such schemes foreclosed
the possibility of a large increase in the real standard of living, and
they continued to fear that such a wage formula would become a
downhill escalator when the inevitable postwar depression finally ar-
rived. The uaw, for example, described the 1948 GM pact as only a
“holding action” that protected 6M workers until the labor-liberal co-
alition could replace it with more comprehensive sociopolitical guide-
lines.?®

But when the 1949 recession turned out to be less than the
depression many had expected, the gateway was open to the further
elaboration of such an accommodation between the big unions and
the major corporations. Again, the uaw pioneered the way, with a
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new agreement, a five-year “Treaty of Detroit” that provided an im-
proved cora and AIF and a $125-a-year pension. Fortune magazine
hailed the 1950 uaw-GM contract as “the first that unmistakably ac-
cepts the existing distribution of income between wages and profits
as ‘normal’ if not as ‘fair.’ . . . It is the first major union contract that
explicitly accepts objective economic facts—cost of living and produc-
tivity—as determining wages, thus throwing overboard all theories of
wages as determined by political power and of profits as ‘surplus
value.” ” By the early 1960s the coLa principle had been incorporated
in more than 50 percent of all major union contracts, and in the in-
flationary 1960s and 1970s it spread even wider: to Social Security, to
some welfare programs, and to wage determination in some units of
the government and nonunion sector.%’

Just as the negotiation of coLa agreements came in the wake of
the union movement’s forced retreat from the effort to reshape the
Truman administration’s early economic policy, so too did the new
interest in pension and health and welfare plans represent a parallel
privatization of the labor movement’s commitment to an expanded
welfare state. Initially, American trade unionists overwhelmingly fa-
vored a public, federal system for financing social benefits like pen-
sions, health care, and unemployment insurance. Both the cio and
AfL worked for the passage of the Wagner-Murray-Dingell bill, a
1945 proposal that would have liberalized and federalized the Amer-
ican social welfare system in a fashion not dissimilar to that envi-
sioned by the British government’s pathbreaking Beveridge Report
of 1942, which laid the basis for the welfare state constructed by the
postwar Labour government.*®

But the same forces that gutted the Full Employment Act of 1946
also destroyed labor-backed efforts to raise the social wage in these
same postwar years. “Nothing more clearly distinguishes the post-war
political climate of the USA from that of Great Britain than the al-
most unqualified refusal of its legislature to respond to proposals for
social reform,” wrote the British political scientist Vivian Vale. The
United States devoted about 4.4 percent of GNP to Social Security in
1949, a proportion less than half that of even the austere economies
of war-torn Western Europe.®® :

Organized labor still found company-funded pension and health
schemes distasteful—their coverage was incomplete, their financing
was mistrusted, and they smacked of old-fashioned paternalism—but
the political impasse faced by postwar unionists seemed to offer no
alternatives.* The uMw made the first important postwar commit-
ment in this area when John L. Lewis fought for an employer-funded
health and welfare system in the spring of 1946. His several wartime



THE ECLIPSE OF SOCIAL DEMOCRACY 143

years of conflict with the government had soured Lewis on the whole
idea of the liberal administrative state. He found, for example, that
when federal authorities seized actual control of the coal mines in
1943 and 1946, little changed in terms of the safety or health of umw
workers. Lewis would feel confident only if the umw itself played the
decisive role in providing safety, health, and retirement benefits in
the mines. His struggle over this issue entailed a series of strikes and
legal confrontations with the administration, but the umw’s ultimate
success proved crucial in reducing labor’s support of a federal effort
in this area. Thus in 1948, after Lewis had finally established the umw
health and welfare program, he told the embattled advocates of Tru-
man’s national health insurance scheme that the uMw would no
longer stand in support of this initiative.6!

Unlike Lewis, mainstream union leaders never abandoned their
formal commitment to an expanded welfare state, but at the same
time they retreated, if more subtly, to a more parochial outlook. Im-
mediately after the disastrous midterm elections of 1946, cio leaders
announced that they were not going to wait “for perhaps another ten
years until the Social Security laws are amended adequately.” Instead
they would press for pensions and health benefits in their next collec-
tive bargaining round. Some unionists of a more explicitly social
democratic outlook, like Walter Reuther and William Pollock of the
Textile Workers, theorized that if employers were saddled with large
pension and health insurance costs, they would join “shoulder to
shoulder” with labor-liberal forces to demand higher federal pay-
ments to relieve them of this burden.®? But such assumptions proved
naive. The big unions themselves no longer saw an increase in federal
welfare expenditures as an urgent task. And after the steel and auto
unions established the heavy-industry pension and health benefit pat-
tern in 1949, employers were more than ready to fold these addi-
tional costs into their product prices. Moreover, managers recognized
that company-specific benefits built employee loyalty, and at some
level they understood that a social wage of minimal proportions was
advantageous to their class interest, even if their own firm had to bear
additional costs as a consequence.®3

Despite these limitations, it looked as if the “key” wage and benefit
bargains negotiated by the big unions would generate the kind of
classwide settlement in the United States that was characteristic of in-
dustry-labor relationships in northern Europe. Beginning in 1946
there were four distinct collective bargaining “rounds” in which the
wage pattern hammered out in the steel or auto industry became the
standard applied in rubber, meatpacking, electrical products, and
other core industries. Similiarly, pensions, health benefits, and sup-
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plemental unemployment payments were also copied by many large
employers, both union and nonunion, private and public.%*

But this sort of pattern bargaining had a remarkably anemic life.
It never spread much beyond the oligopolistically structured core in-
dustries, and even there it required a strong union that could take
labor costs out of competition to make the pattern stick. Where
unions were weak, as in electrical products and textiles, or where
competition was fierce, as in automotive parts and food processing,
wage and benefit guidelines established in Detroit or Pittsburgh were
reproduced only imperfectly. For example, in the Detroit-area auto
parts industry only about a quarter of all companies, employing 40
percent of the work force, followed the big-three pattern.®® Similarly,
cost-of-living adjustments were rarely extended to workers in those
segments of the labor market outside the core industrial/governmen-
tal sector. As a result, wage disparities increased dramatically within
the postwar working class. The relatively egalitarian wage patterns
of the mid-1940s began to erode even in the high employment years
of the Korean War, but they underwent a truly radical deterioration
in the inflationary era after 1965 when workers outside of the pri-
mary labor market found themselves defenseless against renewed in-
flation and labor-cost competition (see table 5.1).56

THE PosTwAR LEGACY

The weakness of the postwar welfare state and the extreme frag-
mentation inherent in the American system of industrial relations did
much to redivide the American working class into a unionized seg-
ment that until recently enjoyed an almost Western European level
of social welfare protection, and a still larger stratum, predominantly
young, minority, and female, that was left out in the cold. Because so
much of the postwar social struggle has taken place at the level of the
firm rather than within a broader political arena, this American sys-
tem has reinforced the postwar economy’s tendency to construct seg-
mented and unequal labor markets. This multitiered system of in-
dustrial relations has served to erode solidarity within the working
class and has made it difficult to counter claims that welfare spending
and social equity are harmful to economic growth. The classic resent-
ment felt by many blue-collar workers toward those on state-sup-
ported welfare has one of its roots in the system of double taxation
the organized working class has borne in the postwar era. Union
workers pay to support two welfare systems: their own, funded by a
“tax” on their total pay periodically renegotiated in their contract,
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TABLE 5.1
AVERAGE WEEKLY EARNINGS OF PRODUCTION OR NONSUPERVISORY WORKERS AS A
PERCENTAGE OF AUTOWORKERS' AVERAGE WEEKLY EARNINGS

Miscellaneous Retail
Auto Manufacturing Apparel Trade
Year (3) (%) (%) (%)
1947 56.51 76.3 71.2 —
1950 74.85 69.4 59.6 53.1
1955 99.84 64.9 49.8 48.8
1960 115.21 64.5 49.0 50.1
1965 147.63 57.8 45.1 45.1
1970 170.07 64.4 49.6 48.5
1975 259.53 56.5 43.0 419
1980 394.00 53.6 41.0 374
1983 524.80 50.6 38.2 32.6

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Handbook of Labor Statistics, Bulletin 2217, Wash-
ington, D.C., 1984, pp. 201-3.

and that of the government, paid for by a tax system that grew in-
creasingly regressive as the postwar years advanced. In turn, organ-
ized labor has come to be perceived (and all too often perceives itself)
as a special-interest group, in which its advocacy of welfare state mea-
sures that would raise the social wage for all workers has taken on an
increasingly mechanical quality.®”

Among other consequences, these divisions within the working
class and between labor and its erstwhile allies have progressively
weakened political support for the structures of the welfare state
erected in the New Deal era. American unions remain supporters of
Social Security, national health insurance, and minority-targeted wel-
fare programs, but their ability to mobilize either their own members
or a broader constituency on these issues declined during most of the
postwar era. A militant civil rights movement, not the unions, put
these issues back on the national agenda for a time in the 1960s.
Moreover, labor’s postwar abdication from any sustained struggle
over the structure of the political economy has had its own debilitat-
ing consequences. As older industries decline, it has both sapped the
loyalty of the labor movement’s original blue-collar constituency and
at the same time deprived the unions of any effective voice in the
contemporary debate over the reorganization of work technology or
the reindustrialization of the economy.
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6 Cold War—Warm Hearth:
Politics and the Family
mn Postwar America

ELAINE TYLER MaAy

I THE summer of 1959, a young couple married and
spent their honeymoon in a bomb shelter. Life magazine featured the
“sheltered honeymoon,” with photographs of the duo smiling on
their lawn, surrounded by canned goods and supplies. Another
photo showed them descending twelve feet underground into the
twenty-two-ton, eight-by-eleven-foot shelter of steel and concrete
where they would spend the next two weeks. The article quipped that
“fallout can be fun,” and described the newlyweds’ adventure—with
obviously erotic undertones—as fourteen days of “unbroken togeth-
erness.”! As the couple embarked on family life, all they had to en-
hance their honeymoon were some consumer goods, their sexuality,
and total privacy. This is a powerful image of the nuclear family in
the nuclear age: isolated, sexually charged, cushioned by abundance,
and protected against impending doom by the wonders of modern
technology.

The stunt itself was little more than a publicity device; yet seen in
retrospect it takes on symbolic significance. For in the early years of
the cold war, amid a world of uncertainties brought about by World
War 11 and its aftermath, the home seemed to offer a secure, private
nest removed from the dangers of the outside world. The message
was ambivalent, however, for the family also seemed particularly vul-
nerable. It needed heavy protection against the intrusions of forces
outside itself. The image of family togetherness within the safety of
the thick-walled shelter may have been a reassuring one to Americans
at the time, for along with prosperity, World War II left new unset-
tling realities in its wake. The self-contained home held out the
promise of security in an insecure world. At the same time, it also
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offered a vision of abundance and fulfillment. As the cold war began,
young postwar Americans were homeward bound.

Demographic indicators show that Americans were more eager
than ever to establish families. The bomb-shelter honeymooners were
part of a cohort of Americans who brought down the age at marriage
for both men and women, and quickly brought the birth rate to a
twentieth-century high after more than a hundred years of steady
decline, producing the “baby boom.” These young adults established
a trend of early marriage and relatively large families that lasted for
more than two decades and caused a major but temporary reversal of
long-term demographic patterns. From the 1940s through the early
1960s, Americans married at a higher rate and at a younger age than
their European counterparts. Less noted but equally significant, the
men and women who formed families between 1940 and 1960 also
reduced the divorce rate after a postwar peak; their marriages re-
mained intact to a greater extent than did those of couples who mar-
ried in earlier as well as later decades. Although the United States
maintained its dubious distinction of having the highest divorce rate
in the world, the temporary decline in divorce did not occur to the
same extent in Europe. Contrary to fears of the experts, the roles of
breadwinner and homemaker were not abandoned; they were em-
braced.?

Why did postwar Americans turn to marriage and parenthood
with such enthusiasm and commitment? Scholars and observers fre-
quently point to the postwar family boom as the inevitable result of a
return to peace and prosperity. They argue that depression-weary
Americans were eager to “return to normalcy” by turning the fruits
of abundance toward home and hearth. There is, of course, some
truth to this point; Americans were indeed eager to put the disrup-
tions of hardship and war behind them. But prosperity followed
other wars in our history, notably World War I, with no similar rush
into marriage and childbearing. Peace and affluence alone are inad-
equate to explain the many complexities of the postwar domestic ex-
plosion. The demographic trends went far beyond what was expected
from a return to peace. Indeed, nothing on the surface of postwar
America explains the rush of young Americans into marriage, par-
enthood, and traditional gender roles.?

It might have been otherwise. The depression had brought about
widespread challenges to traditional gender roles that could have led
to a restructured home. The war intensified these challenges, and
pointed the way toward radical alterations in the institutions of work
and family life. Wartime brought thousands of women into the paid
labor force as men left to enter the armed forces. After the war, ex-
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panding job and educational opportunities, as well as the increasing
availability of birth control, might well have led to delayed marriages,
fewer children, or individuals opting out of family life altogether. In-
deed, many moralists, social scientists, educators, and other profes-
sionals at the time feared that these changes would pose serious
threats to the continuation of the American family. Yet the evidence
overwhelmingly indicates that postwar American society experienced
a surge in family life and a reaffirmation of domesticity resting on
distinct roles for women and men in the home.*

The rush began in the early 1940s and continued for two decades.
But then it stopped. The family explosion represented a temporary
disruption of long-term trends. It lasted only until the baby-boom
children came of age, challenged their inherited gender roles, and
began to reverse the demographic patterns. Their parents, having
grown up during the depression and the war, had begun their fami-
lies during years of prosperity. These children, however, grew up
amid affluence during the cold war; they reached adulthood during
the sixties and seventies, creating the counterculture and a new wom-
en’s liberation movement. In vast numbers, they rejected the political
assumptions of the cold war, along with the family and sexual codes
of their parents. The baby-boom generation, in fact, brought the
American birth rate to an all-time low and the divorce rate to an un-
precedented high—both trends in excess of what demographers
would have predicted based on twentieth-century patterns.>

Observers often point to the 1950s as the last gasp of time-hon-
ored family life before the sixties generation made a major break
from the past. But the comparison is shortsighted. In many ways, the
youth of the sixties resembled their grandparents more than they did
their parents. Their grandparents had come of age in the first de-
‘cades of the twentieth century; like many of their baby-boom grand-
children, they challenged the sexual norms of their day, pushed the
divorce rate up and the birth rate down, and created a unique youth
culture, complete with music, dancing, movies, and other new forms
of urban amusements. They also behaved in similar ways politically,
developing a powerful feminist movement, strong grass-roots activ-
ism on behalf of social justice, and a proliferation of radical move-
ments to challenge the status quo. Against the backdrop of their
grandparents, then, the baby boomers provide some historical conti-
nuity. The generation in between—with its strong domestic ideology,
pervasive consensus politics, and peculiar demographic behavior—
stands out as different.®

It is important to note that observers normally explain the politi-
cal activism and the demographic behavior of the baby-boom gener-
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ation as the effects of affluence and the result of expanding oppor-
tunities for women in education and employment. Yet precisely those
conditions obtained twenty years earlier, at the peak of the domestic
revival. The circumstances are similar, yet the responses are quite dif-
ferent. What accounts for this time lag? How can we explain the en-
dorsement of “traditional” family roles by young adults in the post-
war years and the widespread challenge to those roles when their
children, the baby boomers, came of age? Answering these questions
requires entering the minds of the women and men who married and
raised children during these years. The families they formed were
shaped by the historical and political circumstances that framed their
lives.

The context of the cold war points to previously unrecognized
connections between political and familial values. Diplomatic histori-
ans paint one portrait of a world torn by strife, and a standoff be-
tween two superpowers who seem to hold the fate of the globe in
their hands. Sociologists and demographers provide a different pic-
ture of a private world of affluence, suburban sprawl, and the baby
boom. These visions rarely connect, and we are left with a peculiar
notion of domestic tranquility in the midst of the cold war that has
not been fully explained or fully challenged.” In this exploration,
public policy and political ideology are brought to bear on the study
of private life, allowing us to see the family as existing within the
larger political culture, not outside of it. The approach enables us to
see the cold war ideology and the domestic revival as two sides of the
same coin: postwar Americans’ intense need to feel liberated from
the past as well as secure in the future.

The power of this ideological duality, as well as its fundamental
irony, are most apparent in the anti-Communist hysteria that swept
the nation in the postwar years. It is well to recall that McCarthyism
was directed against perceived internal dangers, not external ene-
mies. The Soviet Union loomed in the distance as an abstract symbol
of what we might become if we became “soft.” Anti-Communist cru-
saders called upon Americans to strengthen their moral fiber in or-
der to preserve both freedom and security. The paradox of anticom-
munism, however, was precisely in that double-edged goal, for the
freedom of modern life itself seemed to undermine security. Mc-
Carthyism was fueled in large measure by suspicion of the new secu-
larism, materialism, bureaucratic collectivism, and consumerism that
represented not only the achievement but also the potential “deca-
dence” of New Deal liberalism.

Cosmopolitan urban culture represented a threat to national se-
curity akin to the danger of communism itself; indeed, the two were
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often conflated in anti-Communist rhetoric. If American democracy
resided in adherence to a deeply rooted work ethic tied to a belief in
upward mobility as the reward for the frugal and virtuous, then the
appeal of mass purchasing, sexual temptations in the world of amuse-
ments, and even the “cushion” of the welfare state could serve to un-
ravel that essential virtue. Many feared that the restraints imposed by
the watchful eyes of small-town neighbors would dissolve in the anon-
ymous cities. The domestic ideology emerged as a buffer against
those disturbing tendencies. Rootless Americans struggled against
what they perceived as internal decay; the family seemed to offer a
psychological fortress that would, presumably, protect them against
themselves. Family life, bolstered by scientific expertise and whole-
some abundance, might ward off the hazards of the age.?

This challenge prompted Americans to create a family-centered
culture that took shape in the early years of the cold war. This “cold
war culture” was more than the internal reverberations of foreign
policy, and it went beyond the explicit manifestations of anti-Com-
munist hysteria such as McCarthyism and the Red Scare. It took
shape amid the legacy of depression and war and the anxieties sur-
rounding the development of atomic weapons. It reflected the aspi-
rations as well as the fears of the era, as Americans faced the prom-
ises as well as the perils of postwar life. Prosperity had returned, but
would there be a postwar slump that would lead to another depres-
sion, as there had been after World War I? Would men returning
from war be able to find secure positions in the postwar economy?
Women such as the proverbial “Rosie the Riveter” had proved them-
selves competent in previously all-male blue-collar jobs, but what
would happen to their families if they continued to work? Science
had brought us atomic energy, but would it ultimately serve human-
ity or destroy it? The family was at the center of these concerns, and
the domestic ideology taking shape at the time provided a major re-
sponse to them.® The legendary fifties family, complete with appli-
ances, a station wagon, a backyard bar-b-que, and tricycles scattered
along the sidewalk, represented something new. It was not, as com-
mon ‘wisdom tells us, the last gasp of “traditional” family life with
roots deep in the past. Rather, it was the first wholehearted effort to
create a home that would fulfill virtually all of its members’ personal
needs through an energized and expressive personal life.

One of the most explicit descriptions of this modern domestic
ideal was articulated, significantly, by a major politician in an inter-
national forum at the peak of the cold war. In 1959, Vice-President
Richard M. Nixon traveled to the Soviet Union to engage in what
would become one of the most noted verbal sparring matches of the
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century. In a lengthy and often heated debate with Soviet premier
Nikita Khrushchev at the opening of the American National Exhibi-
tion in Moscow, Nixon extolled the virtues of the American way of
life, as his opponent promoted the Communist system. What is re-
markable about this exchange is its focus. The two leaders did not
discuss missiles, bombs, or even modes of government. Rather, they
argued over the relative merits of American and Soviet washing ma-
chines, televisions, and electric ranges. According to the American
vice-president, the essence of the good life provided by democracy
was contained within the walls of the suburban home.

For Nixon, American superiority rested on a utopian ideal of the
home, complete with modern appliances and distinct gender roles.
He proclaimed that the “model home,” with a male breadwinner and
a full-time female homemaker, and adorned with a wide array of con-
sumer goods, represented the essence of American freedom. Nixon
insisted that American superiority in the cold war rested not on
weapons but on the secure, abundant family life available in modern
suburban homes, “within the price range of the average U.S.
worker.” Houses became almost sacred structures, adorned and wor-
shiped by their inhabitants. Here women would achieve their glory,
and men would display their success. Consumerism was not an end
in itself, but rather the means for achieving a classless ideal of indi-
viduality, leisure, and upward mobility.

With such sentiments about gender and politics widely shared,
Nixon’s remarks in Moscow struck a responsive chord among Amer-
icans at the time. He returned from Moscow a national hero. The
visit was hailed as a major political triumph; popular journals extolled
his diplomatic skills in this face-to-face confrontation with the Rus-
sian leader. Many observers credit this trip with establishing Nixon’s
political future. Clearly, Americans did not find the kitchen debate
trivial. The appliance-laden ranch-style home epitomized the expan-
sive, secure life-style postwar Americans wanted. Within the protec-
tive walls of the modern home, worrisome developments like sexual
liberalism, women’s emancipation, and affluence would lead not to
decadence but to wholesome family life. Sex would enhance mar-
riage; emancipated women would professionalize homémaking; af-
fluence would put an end to material deprivation. Suburbia would
serve as a bulwark against communism and class conflict, for, accord-
ing to the widely shared belief articulated by Nixon, it offered a piece
of the American dream for everyone. Although Nixon vastly exag-
gerated the availability of the suburban home, one cannot deny the
fact that he described a particular type of domestic life that had be-
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come a reality for many Americans, and a viable aspiration for many
more.!0

What gave rise to the widespread endorsement of this familial
consensus in the cold war era? The depression and war laid the foun-
dations for a commitment to a stable home life, but they also opened
the way for what might have become a radical restructuring of the
family. The yearning for family stability gained momentum and
reached fruition after the war; but the potential for restructuring did
not. Instead, that potential withered, as a powerful ideology of do-
mesticity became imprinted on the fabric of everyday life. Traditional
gender roles revived just when they might have died a natural death,
and became, ironically, a central feature of the “modern” middle-
class home.

Since the 1960s, much attention has focused on the plight of
women in the fifties. But at the time, critical observers of middle-class
life considered homemakers to be emancipated and men to be op-
pressed. Much of the most insightful writing examined the dehuman-
izing situation that forced middle-class men, at least in their public
roles, to be “other-directed” “organization men,” caught in a mass,
impersonal white-collar world. The loss of autonomy was real. As
large corporations grew, swallowing smaller enterprises, the numbers
of self-employed men in small businesses shrank dramatically. David
Riesman recognized that the corporate structure forced middle-class
men into deadening, highly structured peer interactions; he argued
that only in the intimate aspects of life could a man truly be free.!
Industrial laborers were even less likely to derive intrinsic satisfac-
tions from the job itself; blue-collar and white-collar employees
shared a sense of alienation and subordination in the postwar corpo-
rate work force.!2 Both Reisman and William Whyte saw the suburbs
as extensions of the corporate world, with their emphasis on con-
formity. Yet at the same time, suburban home ownership and con-
sumerism offered compensations for organized work life.

For women, who held jobs in greater numbers than ever before,
employment was likely to be even more menial and subordinate. Sur-
veys of full-time homemakers indicated that they appreciated their
independence from supervision and control over their work, and had
no desire to give up their autonomy in the home for wage labor. Ed-
ucated middle-class women whose career opportunities were severely
limited hoped that the home would become not a confining place of
drudgery, but a liberating arena of fulfillment through professional-
ized homemaking, meaningful childrearing, and satisfying sexual-
ity.1®

Y While the home seemed to offer the best hope for freedom, it also
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appeared to be a fragile institution, in many ways subject to forces
beyond its control. Economic hardship had torn families asunder,
and war had scattered men far from home and thrust women into
the public world of work. The postwar years did little to alleviate
fears that similar disruptions might occur again. In spite of wide-
spread affluence, many believed that reconversion to a peacetime
economy would lead to another depression. Peace itself was also
problematic, since international tension was a palpable reality. The
explosion of the first atomic bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki
marked not only the end of World War II but also the beginning of
the cold war. At any moment, the cold war could turn hot. The policy
of containment abroad faced its first major challenge in 1949 with the
Chinese revolution. That same year, the Russians exploded their first
atomic bomb. The nation was again jolted out of its sense of fragile
security when the Korean War broke out in 1950, sending American
men abroad to fight once again. Many shared President Truman’s
belief that World War III was at hand.™

Insightful analysts of the nuclear age, such as Paul Boyer and
Robert J. Lifton, have explored the psychic impact of the atomic
bomb. Boyer’s study of the first five years after Hiroshima shows that
American responses went through dramatic shifts. Initial reactions
juxtaposed the thrill of atomic empowerment and the terror of an-
nihilation. The atomic scientists were among the first to organize
against the bomb, calling for international control of atomic energy.
Others followed suit in expressing their moral qualms. But by the
end of the 1940s, opposition had given way to proclamations of faith
in the bomb as the protector of American security. As support grew
for more and bigger bombs, arguments for international control
waned, and the country prepared for the possibility of nuclear war.
Psychologists were strangely silent on the issue of atomic fear, and by
the early fifties the nation seemed to be almost apathetic. Boyer sug-
gests that nuclear fear did not evaporate, but may well have been
buried in the national consciousness. Boyer echoes Robert J. Lifton
in suggesting that denial and silence may have reflected deep-seated
horror rather than complacence; indeed, in 1959 two out of three
Americans listed the possibility of nuclear war as the nation’s most
urgent problem.!?

Lifton argues that the atomic bomb forced people to question one
of their most deeply held beliefs: that scientific discoveries would
yield progress. Atomic energy presented a fundamental contradic-
tion: science had developed the potential for total technological mas-
tery as well as total technological devastation. Lifton describes “nu-
clear numbing” as the result of the overwhelming reality of the
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bomb’s existence. He points to unrealistic but reassuring civil defense
strategies as efforts on the part of government officials to tame the
fear, or “domesticate” the threat. Lifton does not see this numbing,
or domestication, as evidence of indifference, but rather of the pow-
erful psychic hold the fear of nuclear annihilation had on the nation’s
subconscious.

Americans were well poised to embrace domesticity in the midst
of the terrors of the atomic age. A home filled with children would
provide a feeling of warmth and security against the cold forces of
disruption and alienation. Children would also provide a connection
to the future, and a means to replenish a world depleted by war
deaths. Although baby-boom parents were not likely to express con-
scious desires to repopulate the country, the deaths of hundreds of
thousands of GIs in World War II could not have been far below the
surface of postwar consciousness. The view of childbearing as a duty
was painfully true for Jewish parents, after six million of their kin
were snuffed out in Europe. But they were not alone. As one Jewish
woman recalled of her conscious decision to bear four children,
“After the Holocaust, we felt obligated to have lots of babies. But it
was easy because everyone was doing it—non-Jews, t00.”” In secure
postwar homes with plenty of children, American women and men
might be able to ward off their nightmares and live out their dreams.

In the face of prevailing fears, Americans moved toward the
promise of the good life with an awareness of its vulnerability. The
family seemed to be one place left where people could control their
own destinies, and maybe even shape the future. Of course, nobody
actually argued that stable family life could prevent nuclear annihi-
lation. But the home did represent a source of meaning and security
in a world run amok. If atomic bombs threatened life, marriage and
reproduction affirmed life. Young marriage and lots of babies of-
fered one way for Americans to thumb their noses at doomsday pre-
dictions. Commenting on the trend toward young marriages, Parents
Magazine noted in 1958, “Youngsters want to grasp what little security
they can in a world gone frighteningly insecure. The youngsters feel
they will cultivate the one security that’s possible—their own gardens,
their own . . . home and families.”!8

Thoughts of the family rooted in time-honored traditions may
have allayed fears of vulnerability. Nevertheless, the “traditional”
family was quickly becoming a relic of the past. Much of what had
previously provided family security became unhinged. For many
Americans, the postwar years brought rootlessness. Those who
moved from farms to cities lost a way of life familiar to them and
rooted in the land itself. Children of immigrants moved from famil-
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jar ethnic neighborhoods with extended kin and community ties in
order to form nuclear families in the homogeneous suburbs, and in-
vested them with extremely high hopes.!® Suburban homes offered
freedom from kinship obligations, along with material comforts that
had not been available on the farm or in the ethnic urban ghetto. As
William Whyte noted about the promoters of the Illinois suburb he
studied, “At first they had advertised Park Forest as housing. Now
they began advertising happiness.” But consumer goods would not
replace community, and young mobile nuclear families could easily
find themselves adrift. Whyte noted the “rootlessness” of the new
suburban residents. Newcomers devoted themselves to creating com-
munities out of neighborhoods comprised largely of transients: “In
suburbia, organization man is trying, quite consciously, to develop a
new kind of roots to replace what he left behind.”2

Young adults aged twenty-five to thirty-five were among the most
mobile members of the society, comprising 12.4 percent of all mi-
grants but only 7.5 percent of the population. Higher education also
prompted mobility; fully 45.5 percent of those who had one year of
college or more lived outside their home states, compared with 27.3
percent of high school graduates. Overwhelmingly, these young, ed-
ucated migrants worked for large organizations: three-fourths of all
clients of long-distance movers—those affluent enough to afford the
service—worked for corporations, the government, or the armed ser-
vices, with corporate employees the most numerous. In their new
communities, they immediately forged ties with other young tran-
sients. As Whyte noted, “The fact that they all left home can be more
important in bonding them than the kind of home they left is in sep-
arating them.” In the new community, they endeavored to forge ties
that would be as rewarding and secure as the ones left behind, with-
out the restraints of the old neighborhood.?!

Postwar Americans struggled with this transition. The popular
culture was filled with stories about young adults shifting their alle-
giances from the old ethnic ties to the new nuclear family ideal. When
working-class situation comedies shifted from radio to television, eth-
nic kin networks and multigenerational households faded as the sto-
ries increasingly revolved around the nuclear family.??2 One of the
most successful films of the 1950s was Marty, winner of the Academy
Award for Best Motion Picture. In this enormously popular film, the
main character, a young man living with his mother, sustains a deep
commitment to the ethnic family in which he was reared. The sym-
pathy of the audience stays with Marty as he first demonstrates tre-
mendous family loyalty, allowing his mother to bring her cranky ag-
ing sister to live with them and doing his filial duty as the good son.



POLITICS AND THE FAMILY 163

As the story unfolds, Marty falls in love, and to the horror of his
mother and his aunt, decides to marry his sweetheart and move away
from the old neighborhood. Far from his family and their obliga-
tions, the young couple can embark upon a new life freed from the
constraints of the older generation. By the film’s end, the audience
has made the transition, along with the main character, from loyalty
to the community of ethnic kinship to the suburban ideal of the
emancipated nuclear family.?

The film ends there, providing no clues as to what would replace
the loving kinship network portrayed so favorably at the beginning
of the story. New suburbanites would need to figure that out for
themselves. One way this could be achieved was through conformity
to a new, modern, consumer-oriented way of life. William Whyte
called the suburbs the “new melting pot” where migrants from ethnic
neighborhoods in the cities moved up into the middle class. Kin and
ethnic ties were often forsaken as suburban residents formed new
communities grounded in shared experiences of home ownership
and childrearing.?*

Young suburbanites were great joiners, forging new ties and cre-
ating new institutions to replace the old. Park Forest, Illinois, had
sixty-six adult organizations, making it a “hotbed of Participation.”
Church and synagogue membership reached new heights in the post-
war years, expanding its functions from prayer and charity to include
recreation, youth programs, and social events. Church membership
rose from 64.5 million in 1940 to 114.5 million in 1960—from 50
percent to 63 percent of the entire population (a hundred years ear-
lier only 20 percent of all Americans belonged to churches). In 1958,
97 percent of all those polled said they believed in God. Religious
affiliation became associated with the “American way of life.” Al-
though many observers have commented upon the superficiality and
lack of spiritual depth in much of this religious activity, there is no
question that churches and synagogues provided social arenas for
suburbanites, replacing to some extent the communal life previously
supplied by kin or neighborhood.?

Still, these were tenuous alliances among uprooted people. As
William Whyte observed, suburbs offered shallow roots rather than
deep ones. With so much mobility in and out of neighborhoods, and
with success associated with moving on to something better, middle-
class nuclear families could not depend upon the stability of their
communities. Much as they endeavored to form ties with their neigh-
bors and conform to each other’s life-styles, they were still largely on
their own. So the nuclear family, ultimately, relied upon itself. As
promising as the new vision of home life appeared, it depended heav-
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ily on the staunch commitment of its members to sustain it. The
world could not be trusted to provide security, nor could the newly
forged suburban community. What mattered was that family mem-
bers remained bound to each other, and to the modern, emancipated
home they intended to create.

To help them in this effort, increasing numbers of women and
men turned to scientific expertise. Inherited folkways would be of
little help to young people looking toward a radically new vision of
family life. The wisdom of earlier generations seemed to be increas-
ingly irrelevant for young adults trying self-consciously to avoid the
paths of their parents. As they turned away from “old-fashioned”
ways, they embraced the advice of experts in the rapidly expanding
fields of social science, medicine, and psychology. After all, science
was changing the world. Was it not reasonable to expect it to change
the home as well?

Postwar America was the era of the expert. Armed with scientific
techniques and presumably inhabiting a world above popular pas-
sions, the experts had brought the country into the atomic age. Phys-
icists developed the bomb; strategists created the cold war; scientific
managers built the military-industrial complex. It was now up to the
experts to make the unmanageable manageable. As the readers of
Look magazine were assured, there was no reason to worry about ra-
dioactivity, for if ever it became necessary to understand its dangers,
“the experts will be ready to tell you.” Science and technology seemed
to have invaded virtually every aspect of life, from the most public to
the most private. Americans were looking to professionals to tell
them how to manage their lives. The tremendous popularity of trea-
tises such as Dr. Benjamin Spock’s Baby and Child Care reflects a reluc-
tance to trust the shared wisdom of kin and community. Norman
Vincent Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking provided readers with
religiously inspired scientific formulas for success. Both of these best-
selling authors stressed the centrality of the family in their prescrip-
tions for a better future.26

The popularity of these kinds of books attests to the faith in ex-
pertise that prevailed at the time. One recent study by a team of so-
ciologists examined the attitudes and habits of over four thousand
Americans in 1957 and found that reliance on expertise was one of
the most striking developments of the postwar years. Long-term in-
dividual therapy reached unprecedented popularity in the mid-
1950s; 14 percent of the population said they had sought the help of
professionals—counselors, social workers, psychiatrists, and the
like—at some point in their lives. The authors concluded,
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Experts took over the role of psychic healer, but they also assumed a
much broader and more important role in directing the behavior, goals,
and ideals of normal people. They became the teachers and norm setters
who would tell people how to approach and live life. . . . They would pro-
vide advice and counsel about raising and responding to children, how to
behave in marriage, and what to see in that relationship. . . . Science
moved in because people needed and wanted guidance.

A survey taken in the mid-fifties confirms these findings. Respon-
dents frequently mentioned the experts they had read, used thera-
peutic jargon in their answers to questions, and even footnoted au-
thorities in anonymous questionnaires. One out of six had consulted
a professional for marital or emotional problems. Yet fewer than one-
third that number considered their personal problems to be severe.
It seems evident that people were quick to seek professional help.
Clearly, when the experts spoke, postwar Americans listened.2”

In spite of public perceptions of aloofness and objectivity, profes-
sionals themselves were not far removed from the uncertainties of
the day, and they groped for appropriate ways to conceptualize and
resolve them. Like other postwar Americans, experts feared the pos-
sibility of social disintegration during the cold war era. As partici-
pants in the cold war consensus, they offered solutions to the diffi-
culties of the age that would not disrupt the status quo. Professionals
helped to focus and formulate the domestic ideology. For these ex-
perts, public dangers merged with private ones, and the family ap-
peared besieged as never before. The noted anthropologist Margaret
Mead articulated this problem in a 1949 article addressed to social
workers. The methods of the past, she wrote, offered “an inadequate
model on which to build procedures in the atomic age.” Children
were now born into a world unfamiliar even to their parents, “a world
suddenly shrunk into one unit, in which radio and television and
comics and the threat of the atomic bomb are everyday realities.” For
the coming generation, she wrote, “our miracles are commonplace.”
The task for the helping professions—psychologists, family counsel-
ors, social workers—would be especially complicated, because condi-
tions had changed so drastically. For each adult in the new age faced
“the task of trying to keep a world he [sic] never knew and never
dreamed steady until we can rear a generation at home in it.”28

Political activism was not likely to keep the world steady. Instead
of resistance, the experts advocated adaptation as a means of feeling
“at home.” The solution they offered was a new vision of family life.
The modern home would offer the best means of making the inher-
ited values of the past relevant to the uncertainties of the present and
future. Experts fostered an individualist approach to family life that
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would appeal to postwar Americans who felt cut off from the past as
they forged into a world both promising and threatening. The new
home had to be fortified largely from within. Couples embarking on
marriage were determined to strengthen the nuclear family through
“togetherness.” With the guidance of experts, successful breadwin-
ners would provide economic support for professionalized home-
makers, and together they would create the home of their dreams.

Testimonies drawn from a survey of six hundred husbands and
wives during the 1950s reveal the rewards as well as the disappoint-
ments resulting from these fervent efforts to create the ideal home.
The respondents were among the cohort of Americans who began
their families during the early 1940s, establishing the patterns and
setting the trends that were to take hold of the nation for the next
two decades. Their hopes for happy and stable marriages took shape
during the depression, while many couples among their parents’
peers struggled with disruption and hardship. They entered mar-
riage as World War II thrust the nation into another major crisis,
wreaking further havoc upon families. They raised children as the
cold war took shape, with its cloud of international tension and im-
pending doom. Yet at the same time, they were fiercely committed to
the families they formed, determined to weather the storms of
crises.2®

These women and men were hopeful that family life in the post-
war era would be secure and liberated from the hardships of the past.
They believed that affluence, consumer goods, satisfying sex, and
children would enhance and strengthen their families, enabling them
to steer clear of potential disruptions. As they pursued their quest for
the good life at home, they adhered to traditional gender roles and
prized marital stability highly. Very few of them divorced. They rep-
resented a segment of the predominantly Protestant white popula-
tion that was relatively well-educated and generally lived a comforta-
ble middle-class life. In other words, they were among those
Americans who would be most likely to fit the normative patterns. If
any Americans had the ability to achieve the dream of a secure, afflu-
ent, and happy domestic life, it would have been these prosperous
young adults.

These women and men were among the first to establish families
according to the domestic ideology taking shape at the time. Their
children would be among the oldest of the baby-boom generation. By
the time their families were well established in the 1950s, they easily
could have been the models for the American way of life Nixon ex-
tolled in Moscow. Relatively affluent, more highly educated than the
average, they were among those Americans who were best able to
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take advantage of postwar prosperity. They looked toward the home,
rather than the public world, for personal fulfillment. No wonder
that when they were asked what they felt they sacrificed in life as a
result of their decision to marry and raise a family, a decision that
required an enormous investment of time, energy, and resources, an
overwhelming majority of both men and women replied “nothing.”
Their priorities were clear.3®

One of the most striking characteristics of these respondents was
their apparent willingness to give up autonomy and independence
for the sake of marriage and family. Although the 1950s marked the
beginning of the glamorization of bachelorhood, most of the men ex-
pressed a remarkable lack of nostalgia for the unencumbered free-
dom of a single life. Typical were the comments of one husband who
said he gave up “nothing but bad habits” when he married, or an-
other who said he relinquished “the empty, aimless, lonely life of a
bachelor. I cannot think of anything I really wanted to do or have
that have been sacrificed because of marriage.” Many of these men
had been married for over a decade, and had seen their share of
troubles. Particularly poignant was the comment of a man with an
alchoholic wife whom he described as sexually “frigid.” Brushing
aside these obvious difficulties, he wrote, “Aside from the natural ad-
justment, I have given up only some of my personal independence.
But I have gained so much more: children, home, etc. that I ought
to answer . . . ‘nothing at all.’ 3!

Women were equally quick to dismiss any sacrifices they may have
made when they married. Few expressed any regret at having de-
voted themselves to the homemaker role—a choice that effectively
ruled out other lifelong occupational avenues. Although 13 percent
mentioned a “career” as something sacrificed, most claimed that they
gained rather than lost in the bargain. One wife indicated the way in
which early marriage affected the development of her adult identity.
Stating that she sacrificed “nothing” when she married, she contin-
ued, “Marriage has opened up far more avenues of interest than I
ever would have had without it . . . I was a very young and formative
age when we were married and I think I have changed greatly over
the years. . . . I cannot conceive of life without him.”3?

Many of the wives who said they abandoned a career were quick
to minimize its importance. One said she gave up a “career—but
much preferred marriage,” suggesting that pursuing both at the
same time was not a viable option. Many defined their domestic role
as a career in itself. As one woman wrote of her choice to relinquish
an outside profession: “I think I have probably contributed more to
the world in the life I have lived.” Another mentioned her sacrifices
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of “financial independence. Freedom to choose a career. However,
these have been replaced by the experience of being a mother and a
help to other parents and children. Therefore the new career is
equally as good or better than the old.” Both men and women
stressed the responsibilities of married life as a source of personal
fulfillment rather than sacrifice. One man remarked that “a few fish-
ing trips and hunting trips are about all I have given up. These not
to keep peace in the family, but because the time was better (and
more profitably) spent at home.”%?

Further evidence of the enormous commitment to family life ap-
pears in response to the question, “What has marriage brought you
that you could not have gained without your marriage?” While the
most common responses of both men and women included family,
children, love, and companionship, other typical answers included a
sense of purpose, success, and security. It is interesting to note that
respondents claimed that these elements of life would not have been
possible without marriage. Women indicated that marriage gave
them “a sense of responsibility I wouldn’t have had had I remained
single,” or a feeling of “usefulness I have had for others dear to me.”
One said marriage gave her a “happy, full, complete life; children,
feeling of serving some purpose in life other than making money.”
Another remarked, “I'm not the ‘career girl’ type. I like being home
and having a family. . . . Working with my husband for our home and
family brings a satisfaction that working alone could not.”3¢

Men were equally emphatic about the satisfactions brought about
by family responsibility. Responding in their own words to an open-
ended question, nearly one-fourth of all the men in the sample
claimed that their marriages gave them a sense of purpose in life and
a reason for striving. Aside from love and children, no other single
reward of marriage was mentioned by so many of the husbands. Nu-
merous comments pointed to marriage as the source of “the incentive
to succeed and save for the future of my family,” “above all, a pur-
pose in the scheme of life,” or “a motivation for intensive effort that
would otherwise have been lacking.” One confessed, “Being some-
what lazy to begin with the family and my wife’s ambition have made
me more eager to succeed businesswise and financially.” A contented
husband wrote of the “million treasures” contained in his family; an-
other said that marriage offered “freedom from the boredom and
futility of bachelorhood.”

Others linked family life to civic virtues by claiming that marriage
strengthened their patriotism and morals, instilling in them “respon-
sibility, community spirit, respect for children and family life, rever-
ence for a Supreme Being, humility, love of country.” Summing up
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the feelings of many in his generation, one husband said that mar-
riage “increased my horizons, defined my goals and purposes in life,
strengthened my convictions, raised my intellectual standards and
stimulated my incentive to provide moral, spiritual, and material sup-
port; it has rewarded me with a realistic sense of family and security
I never experienced during the first 24 years of my life.”35

The modern home would provide not only virtue and security,
but also liberation and expressiveness. Most of the survey respon-
dents agreed with the widely expressed belief that “wholesome sex
relations are the cornerstone of marriage.” Sexual expertise was one
of several skills required of modern marital partners; as one historian
has noted, by the 1940s experts had fully articulated the “cult of mu-
tual orgasm.” The respondents repeatedly noted that sexual attrac-
tion was a major reason they married their particular partners, while
sexual compatibility and satisfaction were deemed essential elements
in a marriage. One man wrote about his future wife, “I like particu-
larly her size and form. ... She attracts me strongly, physically.”
Others wrote about the centrality of “sex desire” in their relation-
ships, and how important it was that they were “passionately attracted
to each other.” Women as well as men were likely to mention the
“great appeal physically” of their partners. In essence, sexual libera-
tion was expected to occur within marriage, along with shared leisure,
affluence, and recreation. The modern home was a place to feel
good.%

These comments express a strong commitment to a new and ex-
panded vision of family life, one focused inwardly on parents and
children, and bolstered by affluence and sex. The respondents
claimed to have found their personal identities and achieved their
individual goals largely through their families. Yet on some level the
superlatives ring a bit hollow—as if these women and men were
trying to convince themselves that the families they had created ful-
filled all their deepest wishes. For the extensive responses they pro-
vided to other questions in the survey reveal evidence of disappoint-
ment, dashed hopes, and lowered expectations. Many of the
respondents who gave their marriages high ratings had actually re-
signed themselves to a great deal of misery.

As postwar Americans endeavored to live in tune with the pre-
vailing domestic ideology, they found that there were costs involved
in the effort. The dividends required a heavy investment of self. For
some, the costs were well worth the benefits; for others, the costs
turned out to be teo high. Ida and George Butler were among those
who felt the costs were worth it. After more than a decade of mar-
riage, they both claimed that they were satisfied with the life they had
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built together. When they first embarked on married life, they
brought high hopes to their union. Ida wrote that George “very
nearly measures up to my ideal Prince Charming.” George, in turn,
noted Ida’s attractiveness, common sense, and similar ideas on home
life and sex. He was glad she was “not the ‘high stepping’ type,” but
had “experience in cooking and housekeeping.” For this down-to-
earth couple, the home contained their sexuality, her career ambi-
tions, his success drive, and their desires for material and emotional
comforts.

Yet like all things worth a struggle, it did not come easy. Ida’s
choices reflect the constraints that faced postwar women. She sacri-
ficed her plans for “a professional career—I would [have] liked to
have been a doctor—but we both agreed that I should finish college
which I did.” Following her marriage, “there were obstacles” to her
continuing to pursue a career in medicine. It was nearly impossible
to combine a professional life with a family. For one thing, the chil-
dren were primarily her responsibility. “My husband works very hard
in his business and has many hobbies and friends. The care and prob-
lems of children seem to overwhelm him and he admits being an
‘only’ child ill prepared him for the pull and tug of family life. We
work closely together on discipline and policies but he is serious
minded and great joy and fun with the children is lacking.”

If Prince Charming’s shining armor tarnished a bit with the years,
Ida was not one to complain. She had reasons for feeling contented
with the family she helped to build. “I think a stability which runs
through my life is important. I cannot recall any divorce or separa-
tion in my immediate family—We are a rural—close-to-the-soil group
and I was brought up ‘to take the bitter with the sweet—'marry-off
not on (your family)—‘you make your own bed—now lie in it’ philos-
ophy so it would not occur to me ‘to run home to mother.’ ” Although
marriage was not her first career choice, it eventually became her
central occupation: “Marriage is my career—I chose it and now it is
up to me to see that I do the job successfully in spite of the stresses
and strains of life.” She felt that the sacrifices she made were out-
weighed by the gains: “children—a nice home—companionship—
sex—many friends.” Her husband George also claimed to be “com-
pletely satisfied” with the marriage. He wrote that it brought him an
“understanding of other people’s problems, ‘give and take, love and
devotion.” He felt that he sacrificed “nothing but so-called personal
freedom.” Her medical career and his “so-called personal freedom”
seemed to be small prices to pay for the stable family life they created
together.%’ :

For men and women like George and Ida Butler, the gains were
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worth the sacrifices. But their claims of satisfaction carried a note of
resignation. Combining a profession with a family seemed an unreal-
istic goal for Ida; combining personal freedom with the role of pro-
vider seemed equally out of reach for George. They both felt they
faced an either/or situation, and they opted for their family roles. At
first glance, this case appears rather unremarkable: two people who
made a commitment to marriage and made the best of it. But the
Butlers’ choices and priorities take on larger significance when we
keep in mind that they were part of a generation that was unique in
its commitment to family life. The costs and benefits articulated by
the Butlers, and their willingness to settle for somewhat less than they
bargained for, were conditions they shared with their middle-class
peers.

While the Butlers emphasized the benefits of family life, Joseph
and Emily Burns emphasized the costs. For this couple, the legacy of
depression and war stood out in bold relief as the backdrop to the
cold war family. Joseph Burns looked toward marriage with the hope
that it would yield the “model home” where affluence, intimacy, and
security would prevail. But for him, the worrisome state of the world
was inescapable, even in the family. Although he was ultimately dis-
appointed by the failure of his family to match the substantial emo-
tional stake he invested in it, he nevertheless articulated the way in
which the world situation contributed to the intense familism of the
postwar years.

At the time of his engagement in 1939, Joseph Burns had high
expectations for his future marriage. He noted the reasons he chose
his fiancée: he could trust and respect her, her “past life has been
admirable,” she did not drink or smoke, and “she is pleasing to the
eye.” If anything made him uneasy about their prospects for future
happiness, it was the fear of another depression: “If the stock market
takes another drop so that business will be all shot, I would feel skep-
tical as to the outcome of the social status of the citizens of U.S.” The
depression had already made him wary of the world situation, but his
disillusionment would be complete by the time World War II had
come and gone.

Looking back over his life from the vantage point of the 1950s,
Joseph Burns reflected:

As I review the thoughts that were mine at the time of marriage and as
they are now, would like to give an explanation that should be consid-
ered. . .. A young couple, much in love, are looking forward to a happy
life in a world that has been held up to them by elders as a beautiful
world. Children are brought up by their parents to love God and other
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children, honesty is a must, the obedience to the Ten Commandments
necessary, follow the golden rule, etc. With such training I started out my
life only to find out the whole thing is a farce. Blundering politicians lust-
ing for power and self glory have defiled what is clean and right, honesty
is just a word in the dictionary, Love of God; who really believes in God?
Love of neighbor . . . get him before he gets you. Well I agree it does
sound cynical but let us face the facts. Mankind has been slowly degener-
ating, especially since 1914 and today what do we have to look forward
to? Civil defense tests, compulsory military training, cold wars, fear of the
atomic bomb, what about the diseases that plague man, the mental case
outlook? Did you [sic] grandfather have these fears? no! I submit these
things to show how a marriage can be vitally affected as was ours and
therefore many of my ideals, desires and most of all my coaL has been
substantially affected in the past 17 years.

Joseph Burns’s cynicism toward the wider world made him place
even higher hopes on the potential of the family to provide a buffer.
When world events intruded into that private world, he was devas-
tated: “On December 7 1941 the question burned in my mind; how
can (so called) Christian nations tear each other apart again?” Joseph
resolved his personal anguish in a unique manner: he became a Wit-
ness of Jehovah. But he continued to cling to the family for his sense
of security in a chaotic world. Although he claimed that the world
situation had dashed his ideals, he still rated his marriage happier
than average, and said it gave him “the opportunity to think and rea-
son.” As far as what he sacrified for his marriage, he wrote, “What-
ever was given up, which probably would have been material posses-
sions, has been offset by the things gained because of marriage.”

For Joseph Burns, his rage at the world was tempered by life
within his family, even if it did not live up to his ideal. He still be-
lieved that the family provided him with security and satisfaction, and
fulfilled at least some of the hopes he originally brought to it. But his
wife Emily had a different view of their marriage. She was less satis-
fied with the marriage than her husband. While Joseph found in
family life some buffer against the world, Emily found little comfort
in life with Joseph. Although his religious conversion was at the cen-
ter of her dissatisfaction, her testimony raises other issues as well. She
complained about her husband’s pessimism, coldness (“Webster’s Col-
legiate Dict. 2d definition”), aloofness, and lack of a love of beauty.
Although she would not have married the same person if she had it
to do over again, she never considered divorce. As she explained it,
“The above may seem inconsistent but [I would] definitely [marry
the] same person, if [my] husband’s change of religion had not af-
fected his daily life—attitude toward wife, children, home, friends,
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and world. Unless I completely become absorbed in it (his religion),
we are coming to a parting of the ways since I'm an outsider in my
own home.”

Aside from this major rift over her husband’s conversion, Emily
was also quite specific about the costs and benefits of her marriage.
She enumerated her sacrifices as follows:

. Way of life (an easy one)

. All friends of long duration; close relationship

. Independence and personal freedom

. What seemed to contribute to my personality

. Financial independence

. goals in this life

Idea as to size of family

. Personal achievements—type changed

. Close relationship with brother and mother and grandmother
. Probably too many already listed.
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Her complaints add up to much more than religious incompati-
bility. They suggest some of the costs of adhering to the domestic
ideology that took shape in the postwar era: an emphasis on the nu-
clear family at the expense of other relatives and friends, and loss of
personal freedom, financial independence, “goals,” and “personal
achievements.” For this woman, like Ida Butler and others of their
generation, marriage and family life led to a narrowing of options
and activities. But it was a bargain she accepted because it appeared
to be the best route toward achieving other goals in life. She contin-
ued by enumerating the benefits she gained in marriage with as much
logical precision as she listed the sacrifices. Even though she, like her
husband, was rather cynical, her list reveals why she chose the do-
mestic path:

. The desire to give up all for the love of one

. The placing of self last.

. A harmonious relationship until religion entered to change this.

. Two ideal children even tho’ boy is cold and indifferent like father.
(Have strong religious ties in common).

. A comfortable home independent of others.

. Personal satisfaction if all turns out well.

. Personal satisfaction in establishing a home.
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In the above listing, Emily Burns mentioned practically all the ma-
jor subjective compensations that made marriage such an important
commitment for so many women at the time. Yet it was a qualified
list. Her dissatisfaction was obvious even as she enumerated her
gains. So she struggled to improve her situation as best she could.
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While her husband used the last space in the questionnaire to brood
over the world situation and explain his turn toward religion, Emily
used it to reaffirm her faith in the potential for happiness in mar-
riage. She wrote to Kelly and his research team: “Honestly wish this
survey will help future generations to maintain happiness through-
out marriage and that your book will become more than cold facts
and figures. We have enough such now!” At the same time, she re-
vealed a submerged feminist impulse that also surfaced in numerous
testimonies of her peers. To help her formulate these ideas and influ-
ence her husband, she turned to experts: “Have tried to arouse inter-
est in the woman'’s point of view by reading parts of Dr. Marie Car-
michael Stopes’ works pertaining to marriage, to my husband. He
says, ‘Oh she is just a woman what does she know about it!” and ‘how
can such things (marriage relationship) be learned from a book?’ I
have ideas on marriage and when I see the same ideas expressed in
print by a supposedly person of authority [sic], at least I can see that
I am not the only woman or person who thinks ‘such and such.’”
Recognizing that her rebellion against female subordination was not
lost upon her husband, and realizing that he was unsympathetic, she
predicted, “Because of a developing—hard, slightly independent at-
titude on my part, believe my husband’s report on me will be any-
thing but favorable. ‘Amen.’ ”

Joseph and Emily Burns, in spite of their numerous complaints,
stayed together. Through all their disillusionment and anger, they
never wavered in their commitment to their imperfect relationship.
They both insisted that their marriage was worth the struggle. With
everything outside the home so uncertain, they continued to seek
their satsifaction in life from the family they built together. Emily
chafed against the limits to her freedom; but instead of shedding the
home, she turned to experts to bolster her status within the family.
Joseph turned to the home to provide solace from the miseries that
surrounded him in the public world. He articulated the impact of the
depression, war, and cold war on his family ideals, while Emily enu-
merated the costs as well as the gains of her marriage. Both invested
a great deal of their personal identities in their domestic roles; nei-
ther was willing to abandon them. Even if the home did not fulfill
their dreams for an emancipated, carefree life, it still provided more
satisfaction and security than they would be likely to find elsewhere.
As Emily explained it, marriage provided “a comfortable home in-
dependent of others . . . personal satisfaction if all turns out well . . .
personal satisfaction in establishing a home.” For all their struggles
and strains, Joseph and Emily Burns created something together that
met their needs. In 1980, they were still married to each other.3®
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Unhappy as they each claimed to be, Emily and Joseph Burns still
rated their marriage as satisfactory. Like the Butlers, the Burnses
demonstrate the powerful determination, and the considerable sac-
rifice, that went into the creation of the postwar family. Even if the
result did not fully live up to the hopes brought to it, these husbands
and wives never seriously considered bailing out. Keeping in mind
the fact that this generation brought down the divorce rate, it is im-
portant to consider the limited options and alternatives these men
and women faced. It was not a perfect life, but it was secure and pre-
dictable. Forging an independent life outside the home carried enor-
mous risks of emotional and economic bankruptcy, along with social
ostracism. As each of these couples sealed the psychological boundary
around their family, they also in large measure sealed their fates
within it. No wonder it was their deepest wish to build a warm hearth
against the cold war.

The cold war consensus, politically as well as domestically, did not
sustain itself beyond this single generation. The politics of the 1930s,
1940s, and 1950s had helped to shape the postwar home. In turn, the
postwar home had a direct bearing on the politics of the 1960s. Much
of what sparked the social and political movements forged by the
baby-boom children as they came of age stemmed from a rejection of
the values of postwar domesticity and the cold war itself. The chil-
dren were keenly aware of the disappointments of their parents—
that the domestic ideal had not fully lived up to its promise. Unlike
their depression- and war-bred parents, they were less security-
minded and less willing to tolerate the restraints and dissatisfactions
experienced by their elders. Yet they did not wholly give up on the
dream of a more liberated and expressive life; they simply looked for
the fulfillment of that promise elsewhere. This new quest took more
overtly political forms, since much of their energy poured out of the
family into public life. In many ways, then, the children’s effort to
gain what their parents had failed to achieve in the way of true lib-
eration gave rise to the New Left, the antiwar movement, the coun-
terculture, and the new feminism. As a result, by the late 1960s they
had shattered the political and familial consensus that had prevailed
since the 1940s.

In the years since the 1960s, politics and personal life have re-
mained intertwined. The lines remain drawn around the same sets of
values. Militant cold warriors still call for the virtues of “traditional
domesticity”; critics on.the Left challenge the assumptions of the cold
war and champion gender equality inside and outside the home. Is-
sues of personal life, such as abortion and day care, have landed
squarely in the center of hot political debates. Although it is unclear
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which side will ultimately prevail, there can be no doubt that public
and private life continue to exert a powerful influence on each other.
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7 Was the Great Society a Lost
Opportunity?

IrA KATZNELSON

S oME five weeks after the assassination of his predeces-
sor, President Johnson received the report of the Task Force on Man-
power Conservation. This committee of four included the secretary
of labor, who chaired it, the secretary of health, education and wel-
fare, the secretary of defense, and the head of the Selective Service.
The report focused on men rejected by the draft. It found “that one-
third of the nation’s youth would, on examination, be found unqual-
ified for military service,” and, second, “that poverty was the principal
reason these young men failed to meet those physical and mental
standards.” In receiving the report, President Johnson announced
(three days before he did so more widely in his first State of the
Union address), “I shall shortly present to Congress a program de-
signed to attack the roots of poverty in our cities and rural areas. . . .
This war on poverty . . . will not be won overnight.”!

The principal drafter of the document was an assistant secretary
of labor, Daniel Patrick Moynihan. At the end of the decade, when
he was assistant to President Nixon for urban affairs, he wrote a
stinging critique of the war he helped initiate. “The great failing of
the Johnson Administration,” he wrote, “was that an immense oppor-
tunity to institute more or less permanent social changes—a fixed full
employment program, a measure of income maintenance—was lost
while energies were expended in ways that very probably hastened
the end of the brief period when such options were open, that is to
say the three years from the assassination of Kennedy to the election
of the Ninety-first Congress.”?

Was the Great Society a lost opportunity? Moynihan’s appraisal
was that of a disaffected liberal Democrat. Here, I wish to broaden
this question in order to evaluate the character and legacy of the
Great Society from the vantage point of its implications for the re-
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form impulse and coalition that originated in the New Deal. I argue
that the “opportunity” to achieve the social democratic potential of
the New Deal was compromised not in the 1960s but in the 1940s. By
social democracy I mean the attempts by labor and socialist move-
ments in Western capitalist democracies to work through their elec-
toral and representational political systems to achieve two principal
goals: first, to effect interventions in markets that in the short run
mitigate unequal distributional patterns, in the medium run promote
more basic public controls over markets, and in the long run bring
about a shift in social organization from capitalism to socialism; and,
second, to secure the solidarity of their working-class base while
reaching out for the allies they need to achieve majorities in elections
and legislatures. The New Deal presented the possibility that such a
strategic orientation, at least insofar as it concerned governmental ac-
tivity to organize markets and mitigate market outcomes, might be
feasible even in the United States, which had lacked such efforts. It
is my central contention that key features of partisan politics and pol-
icy-making in the 1940s, a decade of war and reconversion, shaped
the character of the Great Society’s determinate limits (as well as its
impressive achievements) more decisively than short-term causes. In
turn, the Great Society significantly diminished subsequent prospects
for a social democratic trajectory in American politics. The domestic
policy choices made by the Johnson administration within the frame-
work of the constraints inherited from the 1940s hastened major
changes in the character of political debate, policy choice, and parti-
sanship that haunt the Democratic party two decades later.
Underpinning my argument is a perspective on the dilemmas of
social democracy drawn from the scholarship of Adam Przeworski
and Gosta Esping-Andersen on the history and prospects of Euro-
pean social democracy. In schematic form, these authors propose
that the relationship between social democratic parties, left-wing pub-
lic policies, and working-class formation—that is, between politics
and its social basis—as Esping-Andersen writes, “is historically inde-
terminate. This is so for the simple reason that none of the social
forces that shape it is predetermined.” Politics, policies, political
change, and political support all go hand in hand. For their aims to
be secured, social democratic parties must not only win elections and
secure legislative successes to demonstrate they can make a differ-
ence. Even more, they need a program that effectively reinforces the
commitment of supporters to social democratic policies and goals.
This positively reinforcing spiral of reform and social transformation
hinges in large measure on the character of the policies social demo-
cratic political parties succeed in passing and implementing, and on



A LOST OPPORTUNITY? 187

the effects of these policies in organizing and reorganizing the social
basis of politics; as Przeworski puts the point, “Not all reforms are
conducive to new reforms.”®

The contraction of political space for the Left in American politics
in the 1940s redefined the social forces undergirding social demo-
cratic possibilities in the Democratic party, and changed the locus of
political debate from questions of social organization and class rela-
tions to issues of technical economics and interest group politics.
These alterations to the political landscape defined the features the
Democratic party took into the Eisenhower era; in so doing, they set
the terms for the modest reform efforts of the Kennedy administra-
tion and the more assertive reformist attempt to utilize the state in
the Johnson years. The Great Society, in turn, reinforced and exag-
gerated features of American politics that had only begun to appear
in the 1940s: the reduction of labor to an interest group; the central-
ity of race; and an economist’s definition of public policy and political
choice. In this way, the Great Society’s immense reform effort em-
bodied Janus-like facings: it decisively broadened the social base of
the Democratic party by incorporating blacks both within and outside
of the South, yet it contracted the party’s social base by contributing
to the disaffections of an ever-narrowing labor movement; it substan-
tially expanded the policy themes of American politics, but it did so
in a way that simultaneously ruled out a politics of more vigorous
intervention in the marketplace. The Great Society, in short, is best
understood in terms of a larger dynamic of reform in the postwar era
that undercut, more than it reinforced, the prospects for an Ameri-
can social democratic politics. The subsequent turn to the Right that
culminated in the election of President Reagan on an explicit pro-
market, anti-state platform with significant working-class support
thus was facilitated by the way the Great Society embedded the tra-
jectory of the 1940s.

Most explanations of the meaning of the Great Society, and the
War on Poverty that nestled within it, begin, appropriately enough,
with an assessment of its considerable ambition—the extraordinary
range of its reformist efforts in social insurance and medical care,
and the War on poverty’s unprecedented and rhetorically uncondi-
tional assault on poverty. Ironically, many accounts of the Great So-
ciety consider and choose between very short term and situational
alternative explanations of the immediate causes of this program
such as the electoral pressures of managing urban black and white
ethnic political coalitions, the Kennedy administration’s need to find
an innovative domestic program, or the particular composition of
policy-planning committees within the administration.* I have no



188 Ira Katznelson

quarrel with these themes: they are not so much wrong as insuffi-
cient.

When analyses of the Great Society transcend this narrow, time-
bound perspective, they most frequently tell the story of the Great
Society in three quite distinctive narratives. The first is a teleological
tale that locates the Kennedy-Johnson presidencies in an unfolding
elaboration of the engagement of the Democratic party with social
reform: from the New Deal, with its roots in progressivism and per-
haps Jacksonianism, to the Fair Deal, and, after the interregnum of
Eisenhower, to the New Frontier and Great Society. In this version,
the panoply of legislative achievements in the middle 1960s demon-
strated a deep affinity with earlier extensions of the role of govern-
ment and signified the continuing political efficacy of the New Deal
coalition. Transcending the boundaries of North and South, and of
white ethnicity and race, the Great Society was rooted in the reform-
ist stream of American political life. This is the version of events
found in the speeches of Democratic party politicians, in the scholarly
expositions of James Sundquist, and in the hagiographic treatment
of the Kennedy administration by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.5

The second version views the Great Society quite differently, as
less the product of a revived political coalition than as the achieve-
ment of a new social group of policy intellectuals. The Great Society
signified the coming of age of a new knowledge class, and its net-
works, institutions, and policy thinking. The larger questions of social
organization and ideology had been resolved earlier. What now re-
mained was a knowledge-based assault on persisting, yet manageable,
problems of race and poverty. The Great Society thus represented
social science and policy analysis ascendant.®

The third version perceives political and knowledge elites antici-
pating and responding to the tumult of the disorderly politics of the
1960s whose most destabilizing characteristic was the powerful and
unpredictable insertion of race into the core of American political
life. The massive migration of blacks from South to North during
and after World War II radically altered the demography of politics
and labor markets: and in the period following Brown v. Board of Ed-
ucation, blacks challenged the limits of political and social citizenship
both in a civil rights movement dedicated to principles of nonviolence
and in the bloody ghetto rebellions of the middle and late 1960s. The
Great Society, in this narrative, was one of the markers of a profound
racial revolution.”

Instead of selecting between these three most common narratives,
or some combination of them, I should like to alter the angle of vision
of each by elongating the time horizons of our consideration. This
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shift of just a few degrees can bring the Great Society as object of
analysis into better focus. If we insert the story of the 1940s into each
of the three main narratives about the Great Society, they alter deci-
sively.

I

“By the end of 1937,” Richard Hofstadter has written, “it was
clear that something had been added to the social base of reformism.
The demands of a large and powerful labor movement, coupled with
the interests of the unemployed, gave the later New Deal a social-
democratic tinge that had never been present before in American re-
form movements.”® To be sure, this proto-social democracy was a
contested matter; just the same, it was part of the contest for the
Democratic party. Even after a more conservative Congress was
elected in 1938, the social democratic—labor wing of the party contin-
ued to define an important pole of political possibility.

It had many resources: the support of the president, at least in
speech; the support of the labor movement and the rank and file (the
labor vote for Roosevelt after 1936 was higher than corresponding
electoral support in Europe for the social democrats): the votes of
most farmers; concrete electoral cooperation between the labor
movement and ethnic political machines; centers of bureaucratic
strength within the state in such agencies as the National Resources
Planning Board and the Department of Labor, committed to plan-
ning and vigorous interventions in the marketplace; and an intellec-
tual climate in the knowledge community that considered a host of
ideas drawn from the socialist movements, the planning profession,
and the interventionist wing of Keynesian economics.

By the end of the 1940s, none of these features of a proto-social
democracy held up.

In spite of the hopes, and fears, of such analysts as C. Wright
Mills, Daniel Bell, and Charles Lindblom, labor lost its radical edge
and movement characteristics to become a congeries of trade unions
out for the best possible deal.? The nrprB was dissolved. The Depart-
ment of Labor lost its capacity to intervene in manpower policy. The
emergence of race onto the political agenda, and the failure of the
cIo to unionize successfully in the postwar South, deeply divided the
Democratic party, inhibited its legislative room for maneuver, and be-
gan to challenge the capacities of the Northern urban machines to
appeal simultaneously to their white ethnic and growing black con-
stituencies. And, perhaps most important, the range of debate among
the policy-interested intelligentsia both changed and narrowed to a
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‘combination of pluralist political theory and the neoclassic synthesis
in economics. Together, these developments sharply contracted the
range and prospects of the progressive wing of the Democratic
party.!®

At the beginning of this decade, the key political divide appeared
to be between business and labor. Business threatened the social and
economic order because of its potential for disinvestment, and labor,
because of its capacity to disrupt capitalism at the point of produc-
tion. The tensions between business and labor were intensified by un-
certainties about whether prosperity and liberalism could go hand in
hand in a democratic capitalist order. In this situation, labor as a po-
litical actor appeared to teeter between being an anticapitalist insur-
gent force and the most important presence in the left wing of the
Democratic party in favor of significant planning and an intrusive
version of Keynesianism.

That labor had the ability to lead a social democratic break-
through in American politics that could build on the achievements of
the New Deal and radicalize them was a commonplace of the early
1940s, one that appeared to be affirmed during World War II by
such achievements as the organization by the cio of Ford and Beth-
lehem steel, the growth in the size of organized labor, the incorpora-
tion within labor’s embrace of the previously unorganized female and
black members of the labor force, and an extraordinary wave of
strikes in the aftermath of the war.!* Further, during the New Deal,
the labor movement broke with its traditional abjuration of partisan
politics and integrated itself into the Democratic party through the
instrumentality of the Non-Partisan League in 1936 and the Political
Action Committee of the cio in 1944, which, at the time, was widely
thought to ensure a leftward tilt within the party.

Writing in 1944 as a committed social democrat, Daniel Bell
warned that indicators of labor strength had an illusory quality. “The
war has given labor its great numerical strength,” he argued, “yet
sapped it of its real strength” because of the price it exacted by way
of integration into the dominant institutions and assumptions of the
society. The quasi-corporatism of the war was a conservative version
of statism, he insisted; after the war, he predicted, the leadership of
the labor movement would be compelled to discipline its work force
and limit its political horizons. He proved right. Inflation, not massive
unemployment, emerged as the central and much more manageable
threat of the reconversion period. It was “managed” in part by pri-
vately negotiated and relatively lucrative union contracts in basic in-
dustry. Meanwhile, a Keynesian program of government spending
helped ensure that the bottom did not fall out of the demand side of
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the economy. An assault on the prerogatives of labor during the mas-
sive strike wave that followed the war culminated in the passage of
the Taft-Hartley Act, which simultaneously produced a contraction
of labor’s ability to organize new workers and signified the acceptance
by conservatives of the institution of collective bargaining within the
limits of the act. Labor’s inability to organize in the South, and the
schisms between the non-Communist and Communist Left, further
narrowed the scope of action of the labor movement.!2 For these and
other reasons, by the end of the 1940s labor’s vision and potential
contracted. This reorientation was remarkably successful; arguably,
labor was the most potent of the host of interest groups active in
American politics. At the same time, its most militant organizational
tools had been lost to Taft-Hartley, and its position within the Dem-
ocratic party was that of one of a number of important constituents.
It seems telling that David Truman could write his magisterial text
The Governmental Process at the end of the decade and subsume his
treatment of labor within such chapters as those concerning the gen-
esis of interest groups, interest groups and political parties, and the
web of relationships in the administrative process.!3

This shift from labor as political opposition to labor as an interest
group was paralleled by a remarkable transformation in the nature
of public debate within what might be called, broadly, the policy com-
munity. At the beginning of the decade, these discussions were dom-
inated by the discourse of political economy—the attempt “to under-
stand economic events and arrangements in the framework of a
comprehensive social theory, or at least as part of a social totality.”
Works as diverse as Joseph Schumpeter’s Capitalism, Socialism, and De-
mocracy, Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation, and Friedrich Ha-
yek’s The Road to Serfdom, all of which were written and published in
the first half of the decade, wrestled with the question of whether the
tight ties between private property and market organization, on the
one hand, and state ownership and bureaucratic management, on the
other hand, were immutable; or, whether a “third way” could (or
could not) be found to maximize the chances for prosperity and lib-
erty in the postdepression, postwar world. At the end of the 1940s,
by contrast, policy disputes were the province of economics, the at-
tempt “to study the ‘economic’ in isolation from the ‘social,’ not by
ignoring the latter but by taking it as a given.” In political economy,
however, the economy cannot be disentangled from society, history,
and considerations of social organization and human nature.!4

Social organization and human nature were now to be taken for
granted, either as givens or as exogenous variables. Even the radical
impulses of Keynes were domesticated in a new synthesis of neoclas-
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sic economics and Keynesianism. Keynes had viewed his General The-
ory of 1986 as representing a radical rupture with the then current
economic theory, particularly in its treatment of the pricing of capital
assets and capitalist financial institutions (in that these elements pro-
duce a theory of instability, whereas, by contrast, the neoclassic tra-
dition emphasizes market stability and tendencies toward equilib-
rium). Yet shortly after its publication, mainstream economists
truncated Keynes and assimilated it into pre-Keynesian equilibrium
analysis. Within the neoclassic synthesis that developed the capitalist
economy was viewed as timeless. The synthesis did not allow for in-
ternal mechanisms of destabilization. The result, Hyman Minsky
writes, was “the reduction of the Keynesian Revolution to a banal-
ity.”15

The neoclassic synthesis that became dominant within American
economics by the end of the Truman years ruled out precisely those
questions which had been basic to the policy debates of the early
1940s, and to the possibilities of a class-based social democratic poli-
tics within the Democratic party. Indeed, the shift to a domesticated
Keynesianism as the given of policy debates went hand in hand with
a labor movement content with enlarging its share of national wealth
incrementally in negotiations with employers limited to wages, fringe
benefits, and working conditions—private accords buttressed by gov-
ernment policies aimed at maintaining a level of aggregate demand
consistent with a high demand for labor. Taken together, the collapse
of the labor movement as a potentially social democratic force and
the evaporation of the theoretical and academic bases for left-wing
policy-making within American politics, demoralized the American
Left, and put it in a position where it lacked a “third way” between
an assertive, internationalist, capitalism and the socialism of Soviet-
type societies. Given this set of actually existing alternatives, Demo-
crats on the Left joined the tight confines of the liberalism of the cold
war. “By 1950,” Daniel Bell judged, “American socialism as a political
and social fact was simply a matter for history alone”;!¢ an American
society based on class divisions had been supplanted by an interest-
group society of voluntary associations. In short, in the 1940s, eco-
nomics replaced political economics, and pluralism supplanted the
politics of class.

To these two basic changes in the political landscape must be
added a third: the introduction of what proved to be the solvent of
race into the Democratic party coalition. The New Deal, in spite of a
small number of token gestures, had had little to offer blacks in par-
ticular, and as such left the segregationist social organization of the
South unchallenged. Within the Congress, the president’s programs
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in the first and second New Deal passed with the support of all re-
gional wings of the party.

During the 1920s, the Democratic party had widened its regional
base beyond the South, and was transformed from a primarily rural
to an urban-based electoral organization. Faced with the calamity of
the depression, the white South subsumed its distinctive regional in-
terests and supported the New Deal. At its convention of 1936, the
party revoked its rule that required the approval of two-thirds of the
delegates to designate the presidential nominee. This provision had
been instituted to protect regional interests. Now, party leaders ar-
gued, it was no longer needed because the Democrats had become a
genuinely national party.!” The tacit quid pro quo showed a high de-
gree of tolerance for the racial civilization of the South by the party
as a whole. This accommodation manifested itself in the absence of
civil rights legislation, and the high degree of discretion left to the
states in setting rules and benefit levels for most public assistance pro-
grams, including the Aid to Dependent Children provisions of the
Social Security Act.

Writing in 1949, V. O. Key observed that “whatever phase of the
Southern political process one seeks to understand,” including the
politics of cotton, free trade, agrarian poverty and social relations,
“sooner or later the trail of inquiry leads to the Negro.”’® By that
date, the partisan consistency support for the Democrats in the
eleven former states of the Confederacy that had protected the sys-
tem of white supremacy from national interference no longer could
do so. With the voting realignments of the Roosevelt years, the South
became only one element, and a minority one at that, in the coali-
tional structure of the Democratic party. With the massive migration
of blacks to the North during World War 11, their insertion into the
urban-based politics of the North, and their integration into the mass
production industries and the labor movement, questions of civil
rights could no longer be contained as a regional matter. The char-
acter of the racial civilization of the South was placed on the national
political agenda. With this, the solidarity of the Democratic party as
an electoral vehicle and as a national force promoting the assertive
use of the federal government to organize and reshape the market
economy was compromised. The Dixiecrat rebellion of 1948 was only
the most visible indicator of this change that had been manifest on a
daily basis in the emergence of a blocking coalition of conservative
Republicans and Southern Democrats in the Congress. In particular,
any proposal that extended the planning capacity of the central state
was seen, not without reason, as a direct challenge to the white
supremacist arrangements of the South. For Republicans, an anti-
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statist position on such debates in the reconversion period as whether
to decentralize or nationalize the Federal Employment Service or pass
a Full Employment Act was primarily a stance against government
intervention in the marketplace: for southerners, these votes were a
hedge against the prospect of basic social reform.?

The shifts from the politics of class to the politics of pluralism,
from political economy to economics, and from the omission to the
inclusion of race on the national political agenda proved mutually
reinforcing. Taken together, these developments starkly reduced the
prospects of strong social democratic-type intervention in the mar-
ketplace. Instead, they promoted a less intrusive set of public policies:
less of a state capacity to directly plan and organize markets, and
more of a state capacity to shape markets by fiscal policies focusing
on spending levels and the promotion of adequate aggregate de-
mand. This “fiscalization” of public policy went hand in hand with
the strengthening of the Bureau of the Budget (and an enhanced
role for economists within it), the creation of the Council of Eco-
nomic Advisors, and the enhancement of what Peri Arnold calls the
managerial presidency. By contrast, more assertive bureaucratic
agencies such as the National Resources Planning Board and the De-
partment of Labor either were eliminated entirely or were stripped
of key interventionist functions.2’ In turn, this new policy terrain
reinforced the ascendancy of economics within the policy commu-
nity, made it possible for the Democratic party to postpone the day
of reckoning on civil rights, and confirmed the labor movement's
truncated goals by facilitating the successful pursuit of Keynesian
policies designed to underpin high wage settlements in the mass pro-
duction industries.

With this interactive set of political, social-knowledge, and policy
elements, what remained of the social democratic option for the
Democratic party closed off. The Democratic party that remained
competitive on the national scene during and immediately after the
Eisenhower years conceded this in its discourse and practices. In the
interregnum between the administrations of Truman and Kennedy
the party’s political formula did not alter, but it did undergo a devel-
opmental process. Each of the three main features of this formula
that came to be defined in the late 1940s proved to have a powerful
directionality. In the 1950s, labor narrowed its focus even more, race
moved to the center of political life, and the hegemony of the neo-
classic synthesis appeared complete.

This inheritance circumscribed and informed the character of the
Great Society; in turn, the Johnson program reinforced, even exag-
gerated, each of its elements. The labor movement’s confining self-
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definition was evinced by its concern only for the Great Society’s ex-
tension of social insurance; by contrast, labor was almost totally dis-
interested in the War on Poverty. In spite of its early, and accurate,
rhetoric to the effect that most poor people were white, these anti-
poverty efforts reinforced the emergence of race as a centerpiece of
national politics just at the moment when class-based issues seemed
settled.?! With regard to social knowledge, it was mainly economists
working within the limits of their profession’s consensus, rather than
other kinds of policy professionals or more heterodox practitioners,
who defined the contours and content of President Johnson’s domes-
tic initiatives.??

I1

Listen to Lyndon Johnson. In the midst of the presidential cam-
paign of 1964, Johnson spoke to a business audience in Hartford,
Connecticut. His theme was the current “period of prosperity that
has never been equaled before in the annals of history of this coun-
try,” and the challenge of communism to this achievement. “I am
proud to say to you that we are standing up, we are resisting, and we
are trying to halt the envelopment of freedom anywhere in the
world.” He quickly moved on to a characterization of the basis of this
resistance: democratic government built on the base of “the free en-
terprise system.” This successful economic order is one of a partner-
ship between “capitalists,” “managers,” “workers,” and “government.”
It is the partnership of these four elements, he held, that provides
the basis for a democratic system of government capable of resisting
the spread of communism. The speech concluded with a discussion,
and a defense, of his budget policies and macroeconomic manage-
ment.2®

The president’s rhetoric is revealing of the self-satisfied context
that informed the Great Society as a moment of political and social
reform and of the Democratic party patrimony the Johnson admin-
istration brought to its domestic policies. Assertive yet reserved, re-
formist yet conservative, the Johnson program was the direct descen-
dant of the substantive formula of the late Fair Deal that joined
together the fiscal direction of markets by a neoclassic-Keynesian eco-
nomic synthesis and a robust interest group politics at home to anti-
Communist containment abroad. In the 1960s, the War on Poverty
and the war in Vietnam were twin aspects of public policy rooted in
precisely this coherent world view.2

Within the constraints first established in the 1940s, the Johnson
administration produced a broad and assertive domestic program in



196 Ira Katznelson

the grief-stricken aftermath of the murder of President Kennedy and
the landslide victories of November 1964. Because of-these con-
straints, the judgment of Pat Moynihan at the end of the 1960s rings
half-true: if the Great Society was a missed opportunity for social
democratic reform, the reasons are to be found mainly in the road
not taken two decades earlier.

1f a missed opportunity, the Great Society still marked one of this
century’s most vigorous moments of utilization of the state to shape
markets and mitigate their distributional outcomes. President John-
son’s Great Society, and the War on Poverty within it, built on initia-
tives begun in the Kennedy years that focused on juvenile delin-
quency. In 1964, the president soon proposed, and Congress
approved, the most sweeping domestic legislative program since the
New Deal. For a remarkable moment, the country’s domestic politics
focused sympathetically and constructively on the least advantaged,
and the United States seemed prepared to override its historical ret-
icence in finding a role for the state in mitigation of the distributive
patterns of the market.

The War on Poverty was only one feature of what Johnson came
to call his program for the Great Society, but this rubric alone cap-
tured a host of new programs for poor people: the Job Corps that
focused on remedial programs for teenagers in residential settings to
make them employable; the Neighborhood Youth Corps that pro-
vided training and work experience to adolescents who were in
school or who had dropped out; the Manpower Development and
Training Act that retrained unemployed workers; Head Start that
provided preschool education; Upward Bound that helped talented
high school students to prepare for college; the Teacher Corps, Title
I of the Education and Secondary Education Act, and school lunch
programs to improve schooling at the elementary and secondary lev-
els; Foodstamps, begun in the Kennedy administration, to supple-
ment the budgets of the poor; Medicaid and neighborhood health
centers to address the maldistribution of medical care in a fee-for-
service system; Legal Services to partially equalize the availability of
this service; Model Cities, a program to coordinate and concentrate
urban development efforts in selected poverty areas; and, of course,
Community Action. This most controversial feature of the War on
Poverty was based on the provision in the Economic Opportunity Act
of 1964 that stipulated “the maximum feasible participation of the
residents of the areas and the members of groups served” in the de-
sign and decisions of community action agencies. The federal gov-
ernment contracted with these nongovernmental, community-based
groups to administer federal antipoverty efforts and to develop local
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antipoverty programs in their areas. More broadly, the Great Society
label encompassed fundamental civil rights legislation, Medicare for
all Americans over the age of sixty-five, and enhancements to Social
Security, among other programs.

The Great Society inaugurated a considerable shift in the con-
struction of the federal budget. Military spending declined as a share
of the whole, even during the Vietnam War; social welfare expendi-
tures increased. Total public expenditures on social insurance and
income transfer assistance programs doubled to $61 billion in the sec-
ond half of the 1960s (rising from 4.6 percent to 6.1 percent of GNP).
The most dramatic period of expansion spanned the fiscal years
196567, when the annual rate of increase, even after taking inflation
into account, averaged about 15 percent; later, the pressures of Viet-
nam reduced the rate of growth in these programs to about 10 per-
cent each year in real terms. These changes in the pattern of federal
programs made a difference. Though it is difficult to separate out
the effects of economic expansion and the effects of antipoverty pro-
grams on the reduction of poverty, the steep decline from the nearly
one in five Americans who were poor by the official measure when
the War on Poverty was declared to just over one in ten by 1973 at
minimum represents a provocative correlation between governmen-
tal efforts and effects. Health care, hunger, unemployment, delin-
quency, manpower training, community action, legal services, edu-
cational initiatives, and antidiscrimination legislation, moreover,
defined an interrelated cluster of concerns that altered the boundary
line between the state and the marketplace and that redefined the
content of citizenship to include an enhanced social component.

In these ways, the Great Society revived some of the social demo-
cratic impulses of the New Deal and Fair Deal. The capacities of the
state were mobilized to alter the abilities of its least-advantaged citi-
zens to effectively participate and compete in labor markets and to
mitigate the effects of market distributions. The aim, and the result,
was a more equitable and less harsh society. Even the hardheaded
assessment of the radical critique of the history of American social
policy by Michael Katz concluded that the expansion of the role of
government by the Great Society tilted decisively toward social de-
mocracy, and invigorated the social basis of reform:%

First, it vastly increased the proportion of the most disadvantaged Ameri-
cans assisted by their government; it virtually guaranteed them a mini-
mally adequate diet and health care; and it lifted a significant fraction of
them, especially the elderly, out of extreme poverty. Second, it mobilized
the power of the federal government behind the civil rights movement
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and thereby helped reduce discrimination and increase the accessibility of
jobs to minorities. Third, the 0E0’s emphasis on community action nour-
ished and intensified the growing citizen’s movement, or grass-roots revo-
lution, that already has reshaped urban politics and launched a new gen-
eration of leaders into governthent and social service. Fourth, it altered
the relations between citizens and the state by making the federal govern-
ment the most important source of income for a large fraction of the
population. . . . Fifth, all of the above point unequivocally in at least one
direction: the federal government has the resources and the administra-
tive capacity with which to stimulate and sustain progressive social
change.

My own formulation is both similar and different—similar because 1
too think the Great Society represented a vigorous and creative use
of the state to affect distributional patterns of class and race, but dif-
ferent, too, because this intervention was undertaken within already
established narrow limits, and it thus had the paradoxical effect of
weakening, more than it strengthened, the prospects for further re-
form.

Katz, like most sympathetic commentators who look back at least
half wistfully at the Johnson domestic program in the age of Reagan,
stresses the Great Society’s willingness to utilize the state in unprece-
dented ways for social ends, but he downplays its other side: a non-
ideological (self-consciously technical, trans-ideological) orientation
to reform grounded in a very high degree of self-satisfaction with the
country’s economy and society. The Great Society was not an organic
part of a larger vision or politics of the Left. It certainly lacked any
of the anticapitalist or even critical content of its European social
democratic counterparts. With the exception of Medicare, its politics
did not promise any significant changes in ‘the life conditions of the
majority of Americans, or even the majority of supporters of the
Democratic party. Substantively, it stopped well short of attempts to
reorganize and modify the marketplace. It entirely left alone the or-
ganization of work, the patterns of investment, and the role of the
business class. It did not call into question either the larger contours
and rationality of the American political economy or the tools, a ver-
sion of Keynesianism, that had been elaborated over the course of a
quarter-century to manage the macroeconomic issues of growth, em-
ployment, and inflation. If at the heart of the Great Society was a war
on poverty, this was a quite timid call to arms, with the enemy iden-
tified circumspectly.

The most compelling characteristic of the Great Society was that
it was a program of mainstream economists and technicians who con-
ceded from the start the framework of ideas and practices of the
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larger political economy. It sought to correct inequities and problems
on the margin of a thriving system of production and consumption.
If, for working people, as Arthur Stinchcombe observes, “Social De-
mocracy is almost always compromise of basic principles for concrete
advantages, while capitalist compromise is almost always an expedi-
ent to save the basic features of the system by bargaining away some
concrete advantages,”? the Great Society entailed a constricted ver-
sion of this trade-off.

Writing in an attempt to put “the Great Society in perspective,”
Brookings Institution scholar Henry Aaron observed that “none of
the ideas embodied in the Great Society or the War on Poverty was
really new. All had been foreshadowed in the New Deal or Fair
Deal.”® This is partially, but not precisely, my point. For the ideas
available in the period of the New Deal and Fair Deal were very ca-
pacious. They included national and regional economic planning and
a highly interventionist Keynesianism as well as the public policies
actually adopted or the policy discourse that came to prevail by the
late 1940s. It is incontestable that the Great Society had ties of conti-
nuity with earlier periods of Democratic party reform: the key issue
is how earlier outcomes of the contest within the Democratic party of
competing reformist possibilities tacitly impressed assumptions and
limits on the Johnson initiatives.

ITI

It is useful to contrast the New Deal and the Great Society. The
New Deal was concerned, in the short and medium term, to restore
the economy to a path of positive performance, and, in the medium
and long term, to create a system of social insurance that would se-
cure individuals against the vicissitudes of the labor market, and, in
so doing, cushion the markets against themselves. At a time of great
class-based turmoil, the New Deal, more than any previous American
reform program, understood poverty as anchored in class relations
as it aimed to put the working class back to work. And yet, its anti-
poverty measures were conceived as emergency efforts to deal with
the temporary crisis of capitalism: they did not attempt a basic redis-
tribution of wealth and income between the classes. Moreover, Roo-
sevelt’s program had nothing distinctive to offer to blacks except in-
sofar as the New Deal promised renewed economic growth and
prosperity for all.

The Great Society, by contrast, presumed such prosperity and a
formula to secure it. Postwar economic development and growth in
the United States, as elsewhere in the West in the 1960s, was robust
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and unprecedented. Economists grew confident they had reduced
the business cycle to manageable proportions and to the dimensions
of a technical problem. Broadly, supply and demand seemed to be in
a high-employment equilibrium, and the societal relations of class ap-
peared to be based more on harmony than on conflict.? In this con-
text, poverty was conceived of by the Great Society not as a matter of
class relations even in the limited terms of the New Deal, but princi-
pally as a matter of race. The twin paths of civil rights legislation on
public accommodations and voting rights and the War on Poverty
were explicitly linked by President Johnson in his commencement ad-
dress at Howard University in June 1965. There, he spoke of the
special “burden that a dark skin can add to the search for a produc-
tive place in Society,” of the fact that “unemployment strikes most
swiftly and broadly at the Negro,” of the need for a multicentered
solution that goes beyond antidiscrimination legislation to questions
of jobs, income, and housing.?

Features of the Great Society could trace a direct lineage back to
the New Deal; part of the Johnson program extended the social in-
surance provisions of the Social Security Act, especially as they con-
cerned medical care for the elderly. But unlike the New Deal, the
Great Society moved beyond the economy in general to the specifici-
ties of antipoverty policies, beyond social insurance to a host of non-
insurance programs directed at the poor, and beyond class orienta-
tions to poverty to a confrontation with the intertwined questions of
race and inequality.

In a penetrating essay that takes up the origins of the Great Soci-
ety, Hugh Heclo notes the absence of an antipoverty legacy of the
New Deal, as well as the lack of a popular ground swell in favor of
such initiatives. Where, then, did the Great Society root itself? Follow-
ing John Kingdon’s work on agendas, Heclo argues that there was a
fortuitous, and felicitous, conjuncture of three elements: the emer-
gence of poverty, often connected to race relations, as a “problem” in
the media and in public consciousness; the need of Presidents Ken-
nedy and Johnson to find subjects for innovation; and, perhaps most
important, the availability of a stream of policy proposals with a dis-
tinctive, and politically palatable, perspective on poverty by different
kinds of policy experts.3

This policy perspective that constituted the kit bag of ideas avail-
able to the Democratic presidents of the 1960s was principally that of
economists who were concerned with human capital and incentives to
opportunity, and of sociologists and social work professionals who
had developed theories of blocked opportunity. Joined together, this
package of orientations to policy had a coherent analysis and pre-
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scriptive perspective: its central intent was the integration of the poor
into the growth economy and the social insurance state from which
they had been excluded both for reasons of economic structure and
individual behavior. Since the revitalization of the economy alone
could not perform this feat of integration, the intervention of the
state was required to incorporate all Americans into market mecha-
nisms and into the public programs of collective insurance that went
hand in hand with these labor markets.

Broadly speaking, this intervention took two new forms. The first
(in what might be dubbed the Great Society of the economists) at-
tempted to eliminate unemployment that was understood to be struc-
tural. From the start, economists had a high involvement in the for-
mulation and implementation of the War on Poverty, and from the
outset they impressed upon the programs a distinctive logic and the-
ory of poverty, and thus of the kinds of interventions that were called
for. “The strategy adopted,” Robert Haveman has observed in his
study of the relationship of the Great Society and the social sciences, !

was premised on the view that the problem was ultimately one of low la-
bor market productivity. The poor were viewed as being in that state be-
cause they did not work enough, or because they did not work hard
enough, or because their meager skills and qualifications were insufficient
to raise them out of poverty even if they did work hard. This condition
was in turn attributed to several factors—the lagging state of the econ-
omy, the characteristics of the poor, and discrimination against them by
those who controlled access to jobs or goods and services.

The remedies of the economists could not be changes in programs of
income transfers since the productivity characteristics of the poor
would be left untouched. Thus, there was a need for policies targeted
at the poor to improve their skills and behavioral traits, and thus their
capacity to compete. These various programs, from the Job Corps to
manpower training, would have to meet the rigorous tests of cost-
benefit analysis. Thus, from the outset, the Office of Economic Op-
portunity convened an enormous amount of poverty research, and
its economics-oriented staff was one of the first in Washington to
adopt in the domestic arena the cost-effectiveness measures that Sec-
retary of Defense McNamara had brought with him from Ford.

The second form of intervention (what might be called the Great
Society of the social policy experts), sought to change the institution-
alized linkages between the poor and the state. It did so because it
saw institutional barriers to the participation of poor people in the
mainstream institutions of the economy and the polity, and because
it believed that community activity of a grass-roots kind could effect
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behavioral changes in the poor as well. From this perspective, a host
of behavioral pathologies afflicted the poor, including female-headed
families, teenage pregnancy, very high dropout rates from secondary
schooling, crime, ill-formed work habits, weak collective organization
for self-help, and inattention to political matters. In addressing rem-
edies, a number of different strands of thinking and action in social
work, community organization, and social policy thinking intersected.

As a profession, social work has been torn from the start between
a casework orientation, focusing on individual and family pathology,
and a penchant for structural social reform. Its history has oscillated
between these orientations.3? In 1960, two members of the social
work faculty at Columbia University published a landmark book that
promised to overcome this duality. In Delinquency and Opportunity,
Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin joined structure and agency to-
gether by propounding a theory that understood the delinquency of
teenagers as the product of insufficient opportunity to conform to
societal norms; thus they proposed that the key to intervention be the
provision of a mix of social and psychological resources to induce
more conformity.?® This work directly influenced important demon-
stration activities of the Ford Foundation in New York City and Pres-
ident Kennedy’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency. These were
the precursors of the War on Poverty’s controversial program of
community action, and its goals of the “maximum feasible participa-
tion” of poor people.*

What is striking, but scarcely noticed, is the close affinity between
the War on Poverty of the economists and the War on Poverty of the
social worker—social policy experts. Neither perspective understood
poverty in terms of basic conflicts of interest; the central issue was not
one of redistribution or of conflicting goals between the poor and the
better-off. After all, the bounty of economic growth could suffice for
everyone, and all Americans shared in a set of values, if only they
could achieve them. Both groups of experts sought to enhance eco-
nomic opportunity at the interface of structure and behavior. The
basic structures of American Society were satisfactory; they needed
adjustment, fine-tuning, enhanced access. The keys were manpower
training, more grass-roots democracy, and a rigorous cost-benefit ap-
proach to the new programs.

The appeal of this rhetorical and policy construct for reform pol-
iticians at the national level in search of an innovative agenda is man-
ifest. This was a program that displaced challenges to political au-
thority to the local level and that did not threaten the central features
of American capitalism, the distribution of goods and services, or
prevailing ideological predispositions. It favored equality of oppor-
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tunity rather than equality of results.35 It was not relief or the hated
idea of the dole. Nor did it pose a challenge to the class compromise
that underpinned the quasi-Keynesian growth of a big-government,
social insurance state.>® It gave Democratic party leaders the chance
to solidify their base in the black ghettos of the North and in the
poorer areas of the rural South without disrupting their existing ties
to white ethnic political machines or to the elite-dominated system of
the Old South. Or, at the time, so it seemed.

The congressional Democratic party supported this program in
overwhelming numbers across regional and ideological lines. But not
without some uneasy moments. After the overwhelming passage of
the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 in the Senate, a group of
Southern opponents appeared in the House, led by Howard Smith,
the chairman of the Rules Committee, who feared the creation of oeo
would hasten racial integration. The administration protected the bill
by conceding a veto to the governor of any state of any programs of
community action not affiliated with institutions of higher education,
and by allowing participation of private groups only if they had al-
ready displayed a “concern” for poverty, a clause meant to exclude
such civil rights organizations as the Naacp. In the end, sixty of the
one hundred Southern Democrats supported the bill, providing its
margin of victory.3” At the same time, the fragility of Southern sup-
port was made clear; should race relations come to drive the issue of
poverty, the cross-regional character of Democratic party support for
Johnson’s domestic agenda would cease.®® Later, the same would
prove to be the case for politicians from white ethnic areas of the
North and Midwest. But at the time of passage, the labor movement
and big-city mayors like Richard Daley backed the president. And
why not? The war on poverty he had inaugurated seemed to be on
the periphery of their concerns.3

The robustness of this program and the remarkable acquiescence
of the Congress in it during the early part of Johnson’s administra-
tion presented more than the appearance of assertive reform; the
Great Society pushed to its limits the possibilities inherent in the po-
litical formula of the late 1940s to utilize the state as a counterpoint
to markets. But precisely because of this combination of vigor and
limits, the cumulative result was a continuation of a negative spiral in
the relationship between the social base and public policies of social
democratic reform.

These central characteristics of the Great Society—its vigorous
use of the state in a conservative way; the importance of policy intel-
lectuals in the making and administering of the programs; the com-
plementarity of the perspectives of economists, social policy experts,
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and politicians; its lack of challenge to prevailing patterns of author-
ity, production, distribution, labor relations, or programs of social in-
surance; the relative inattention of the labor movement; and the par-
tial overlap with issues of civil rights and race relations—were shaped
decisively in the Democratic party, in the knowledge community, and
in the labor movement of the 1940s. By the end of that decade, a host
of decisions and developments had removed a wide range of inter-
ventionist, social democratic possibilities from the political agenda,
possibilities that had remained live prospects within the range of or-
dinary politics at the end of the second New Deal. It was this reduc-
tion of political space, this closure of the agenda, and the deepening
of distinctive patterns of politics and policy, that most shaped the
character of the Great Society—what it was, and what it was not.

The reinforcement of the limited role of the labor movement, the
identification of the party with blacks, rather than with cross-race,
class-based policies, and the enhancement of the complacent orien-
tation of the party’s Keynesian economists who viewed the problems
of employment, inflation, growth, and financial stability as merely
technical rather than structural, left the Democrats very vulnerable
to assaults from the Right in the 1970s. In the North, the party be-
came dependent on a narrowly defined labor movement vulnerable
to domestic disinvestment and stagflation, as well as on urban political
organizations, the residues of the once robust political machines that
had incorporated white ethnics into Democratic party politics and
that had been bypassed by the War on Poverty’s Community Action
programs as mechanisms of mobilizing racial minorities in cities that
were increasingly black and brown. The white South defected. Over-
all, the Democratic party electorate in presidential elections became
more poor and less white. Locked into the limited analyses of neo-
classic Keynesianism, the Democrats were unable to deal convincingly
with the emergent economic instabilities, low growth, and inflation of
the Ford and Carter years. Moreover, in the absence of either an en-
gaged working-class social base in support of social democratic pro-
grams or realistic prospects for social democratic policies, the party
embraced interest group pluralism as the only coherent strategy
available. As a result, it found itself vulnerable to charges that it was
nothing more than a holding company for special interests.4

Thus, a central effect of the Great Society was its reinforcement
of the tendencies of the 1940s, and with it, at the very moment of the
most vigorous domestic reforms since the first term of Franklin Roo-
sevelt, the exhaustion of the social democratic promise of the New
Deal and the reinforcement of the centrifugal forces within the Dem-
ocratic party.
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Each of the standard scholarly narratives about the Great Society
stands up well: there were continuities with earlier Democratic party
reform efforts, and both race relations and the knowledge commu-
nity provided key elements that shaped Johnson's program. It has
been the burden of this essay to show that these narratives stand up
best, however, when they are intertwined, and when their time hori-
zons are elongated. When this is done it becomes clear that the “lost
opportunity,” lamented by Moynihan, for a more assertive social
democratic program no longer existed in the early 1960s, as it had
only two decades earlier. And yet, the Great Society did not lack for
significance. It reminds us, as Katz asserts, that even within the limi-
tations of American politics the current failures of the federal gov-
ernment are more matters of will than the absence of a potential in-
stitutional capacity. “In this recognition, there is at least some small
cheer for dark days.”! At the same time, if the aspiration to renew
the reform impulse is to have practical meaning, we must also come
to understand how it was the Great Society reinforced just those as-
pects of the trajectory of the late 1940s which continue to present
obstacles to the achievement of an American version of social democ-
racy.
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8 The Failure and Success of the
New Radicalism

MAURICE ISSERMAN AND
MicHAEL KAzIN

As easy it was to tell black from white

It was all that easy to tell wrong from right

And our choices were few and the thought never hit

That the one road we travelled would ever shatter and split.

—*“Bob Dylan’s Dream,”
from The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan

I

S 0 WROTE Bob Dylan, not yet twenty-two years old, in
what was in 1963 a prophetic—or at least prematurely nostalgic—el-
egy for the illusions of youthful commitment. Shatter and split the
new radicalism certainly did, in the space of only a decade and in a
way that left many of its adherents embittered and its historical rep-
utation in tatters. After Ronald Reagan’s two victories at the polls, the
sixties, viewed at the time as the beginning of a new era of reform,
seem instead a short interregnum amid the larger rightward shift in
American politics that began during Franklin Roosevelt’s troubled
second term and continued through the 1980s. What difference, if
any, did the decade of cultural and political upheaval encapsulated
by the rise and fall of the New Left make?

Though the origins of the New Left can be traced back at least to
the mid-1950s, radicalism only began to reemerge as a significant un-
dercurrent on American campuses in 1960 when a heretofore ob-
scure group called the Student League for Industrial Democracy
(sL1D) renamed itself Students for a Democratic Society (sps). Under
the leadership of two recent University of Michigan graduates, Al
Haber and Tom Hayden, sps became a small but increasingly influ-
ential network of campus activists. At its official founding convention,

212
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held in Port Huron, Michigan, in 1962, sps adopted a manifesto de-
claring that the ideas and organizational forms familiar to earlier
generations of Marxian radicals were outmoded. The “Port Huron
Statement” dedicated sps to the achievement of “participatory de-
mocracy” inside its own movement and within the larger society. Ini-
tially engaged on a wide variety of fronts, from civil rights to nuclear
disarmament to university reform, by the mid-1960s, many sps
founders had left the campuses to concentrate on community organ-
izing in the slums of northern cities. Ironically, just as sps leaders
began to forsake the campus, the Berkeley Free Speech Movement in
the fall of 1964 and the Vietnam teach-in movement in the spring of
1965 signaled the growing responsiveness of college students to rad-
ical ideas.

The steady escalation of the war in Vietnam from the spring of
1965 up to the spring of 1968 spurred the growth of both a broadly
based antiwar movement and of the campus New Left, and led the
latter to adopt increasingly militant rhetoric and tactics. By the fall of
1967 the New Left had moved “from dissent to resistance.” Teach-ins
and silent vigils gave way to the seizure of campus buildings and dis-
ruptive street demonstrations. Under new and younger leadership
sps continued to grow, and eventually some of its original leaders,
like Tom Hayden and Rennie Davis, were attracted back to antiwar
organizing from the slums of Newark and Chicago.

In the aftermath of the bloody confrontations at the Chicago
Democratic convention in the summer of 1968, and the indictment
of Hayden, Davis, and six others for “conspiracy,” most New Leftists
abandoned whatever hopes they still cherished of reforming the ex-
isting political system. Declaring themselves allies and disciples of
third-world Communist revolutionaries like Mao Zedong and Che
Guevara, sps leaders now conceived their principal role as one of
“bringing the war home” to the “imperialist mother country.” In
1969, sps collapsed as small, self-proclaimed revolutionary vanguards
squabbled over control of the organization, but the ranks of student
radicals continued to increase through the 1969-70 school year. Polls
showed that as many as three quarters of a million students identified
themselves as adherents of the New Left. The national student strike
that spsers had long dreamed of but had never been able to pull off
became a reality in the spring of 1970. Spontaneously organized in
response to the invasion of Cambodia and the killing of four students
at Kent State University, it effectively paralyzed the nation’s univer-
sity system.!

The American writer John Dos Passos, describing the revolution-
ary exaltation and illusion of 1919 in his novel, Three Soldiers, de-

-
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clared: “Any spring is a time of overturn, but then Lenin was alive,
the Seattle general strike had seemed the beginning of the flood in-
stead of the beginning of the ebb.”? It soon became apparent to de-
spairing New Leftists that the spring of 1970 marked a similar “be-
ginning of the ebb.” Former sps president Carl Oglesby was one
among many who took to the hills (literally, in his case) at the start of
the new decade. As Oglesby would say in a bittersweet reflection
years later: “There were a lot of good, righteous people showing up
in places like Vermont and New Hampshire in those days. Lots of
parties, great reefer, good acid. Lovely friends . . . I remember it with
great fondness. It was almost the best part of the struggle. The best
part of the struggle was the surrender.”

When the sixties were over, it seemed to many former activists
that they had accomplished nothing. The “participatory democracy”
the New Left sought in its early years remained a utopian dream; the
“revolutionary youth movement” it built in its waning years had col-
lapsed; the tiny “new communist parties” that one-time New Leftists
tried to organize in the 1970s only illustrated once again the wisdom
of Marx’s comments in The Eighteenth Brumaire on the way history re-
peated turns tragedy into farce.*

Yet in surveying the ruins of these successive political failures, it
is striking that while “nothing” was accomplished by the New Left in
its short life, everything was different afterward. If the years that fol-
lowed the 1960s did not live up to the hopeful vision of the future
sketched out in the Port Huron Statement, still they did not mark a
return to the previous status quo. America certainly became a more
politically and culturally contentious society because of what hap-
pened in the 1960s—and in some respects it also became a more just,
open, and egalitarian one. On the coldest, darkest, and most reaction-
ary days of the Reagan ascendancy, there was more radical belief and
activity to be seen in the United States than was present anytime in
the 1950s. As an organizational presence the New Left had vanished,
but as a force in American political culture its impact continued to be
felt.

The New Left was shaped by and came to embody a profound
dislocation in American culture, and, in the end, it had more impact
on the ideas that Americans had about themselves and their society
than on structures of power that governed their lives. Young radicals
articulated a critique of “everyday life” in the United States, which
was, in time, taken up by millions of people who had little notion of
where those ideas originated. In the course of the sixties and seven-
ties, many Americans came to recognize and reject the prevalence of
racial and sexual discrimination, to ask new questions about the legit-
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imacy of established institutions and authority, and to oppose military
adventures abroad. To understand the New Left’s role in this transi-
tion, historians need both to explore the organizational dynamics of
radical groups like sps and to analyze the ways in which American
culture shaped the young radicals who emerged to challenge the re-
ceived wisdom of their society.

11

The late 1980s saw a revival of interest in both the ephemera and
the history of the 1960s. Tie-dyed shirts, peace symbols, Beatles mu-
sic, and one-time Yippie leader Abbie Hoffman all resurfaced on col-
lege campuses. Many students, while knowing little about the politics
of the New Left, admired sixties protesters for being, as the credu-
lous young character in a “Doonesbury” cartoon put it, “larger than
life, bonded and driven by commitment, putting their lives on the
line for a great cause.”™

Popular interest in and memories of the New Left often seem
preoccupied with celebrities, fashion, and life-styles. The most acces-
sible sources of information available on the sixties to young people
in the eighties—"“classic rock” radio shows and Hollywood movies—
were hardly designed to facilitate serious historical inquiry. In the
1983 film The Big Chill, director Lawrence Kasdan offered a vision of
the sixties as a time of embarrassing idealism that produced enough
good songs to fill out a sound track but otherwise bequeathed noth-
ing of continuing relevance. The film depicted a group of supposed
New Left veterans who gather to mourn the passing of one of their
own. Although a brief reference is made to one of the characters hav-
ing been seriously wounded in Vietnam, no one in the film seems at
all interested in reflecting on the war or any of the other causes that
moved them in their youth, let alone in making connections between
their former beliefs and the world around them in the 1980s. Not
once in a long, emotional weekend do any of them abandon their
self-absorption long enough to mention the words “Ronald Reagan,”
“nuclear war,” or “Central America.”®

The Big Chill did, however, contain a kernel of truth. “Politics,” as
conventionally defined, was only of secondary importance in the rise
of the new radicalism of the 1960s. The emergence and celebration
of generationally defined life-styles preceded the appearance of the
New Left and, for most Americans throughout the 1960s, continued
to overshadow the fate of organizations, candidates, and causes. As
contemporary observers and historians have since agreed, the phe-
nomenon of the “baby boom” determined the contours of the sixties’
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dizzying pace of change. Between 1945 and 1946, the birth rate in
the United States leaped 20 percent. Thereafter, it continued to
climb, peaking in 1957 when over four million babies were born in a
single year. The impact of this unexpected development, which re-
versed a century-long decline in the birth rate, had effects every-
where—from the spread of suburbia to the transformation of the
university system. At each stage of its life, the baby-boom generation
has proven to be a voracious consumer of material goods, from dia-
pers and cribs to microwave ovens and video cassette recorders. It has
also shown an enormous capacity to absorb new forms of entertain-
ment, new images, and new ideas about politics and society.”

Starting with the Davy Crockett fad of the early 1950s, cultural
entrepreneurs seeking to tap the disposable income controlled by the
nation’s young perfected their pitch and inadvertently helped shape
a distinctive generational consciousness. Hollywood soon learned to
gear its offerings to the tastes of the new generation. While ostensibly
condemning juvenile delinquency, such movies as The Wild One and
Rebel without a Cause in effect established actors like Marlon Brando
and James Dean as icons of youthful rebellion. Elvis Presley’s fusion
of country music and rhythm and blues combined with the frank sen-
suality of his stage presence signaled the arrival of a new musical era;
major record producers were quick to take note and seek imitators.
To a far greater extent than their parents, baby boomers grew up
surrounded by and at home in a world of mass culture and mass con-
sumption. And it was precisely because they were so deeply imbued
with the promise and assumptions of that world—believing the ad-
vertisers who told them that a time of unending affluence and total
freedom of choice was at hand—that they were willing, at least for a
few years, to forego the quest for economic security and its material
tokens that obsessed the older generation. The purveyors of mass
culture were thus unintentionally acting as the gravediggers of a
depression-inspired and cold war-reinforced conservative cultural
consensus.’

As a college education became the norm rather than a privilege,
millions of young people found themselves in a new socially deter-
mined developmental stage that extended adolescence into the mid-
dle twenties or even later. By the early 1960s, “youth communities”
had sprung up on the outskirts of college campuses, often in the
cheap housing available on the edge of black ghettos. There, sur-
rounded by their peers, largely freed from adult supervision and
spared for the time being the responsibilities of career, family, and
mortgage, young people began to experiment with new manners,
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mores, stimulants, sexual behavior, and, in due time, forms of politi-
cal expression.

“Beat” poets, artists, jazz musicians, and folksingers, though less
commercially exploitable than Presley and his imitators, soon carved
out their own niche on the margins of college communities as well as
in such urban enclaves as New York’s Greenwich Village and North
Beach in San Francisco. Jack Kerouac’s novel On the Road, a free-
form chronicle of cultural alienation, became a best-seller when it ap-
peared in 1957 and has never been out of print. Kerouac’s protago-
nist, though displaying no discernible political sympathies, was thor-
oughly disenchanted with mainstream American values and sought
refuge among and enlightenment from America’s dispossessed and
despised classes—tramps, winos, migrant farm laborers, black musi-
cians. Norman Mailer’s controversial essay “The White Negro,” also
published in 1957, celebrated white hipsters who “drifted out at
night looking for action with a black man’s code to fit their facts.”
Mailer predicted that “a time of violence, new hysteria, confusion and
rebellion” would soon come along to “replace the time of conform-
ity.” The roots of the coming counterculture could be seen in the
growing tendency among young whites to view black culture as a vi-
brant, sexually and emotionally honest alternative to what was re-
garded as the hypocrisy of the dominant culture. As Mailer noted,
“in this wedding of the white and the black it was the Negro who
brought the cultural dowry.”® Elvis Presley’s first hit, “You Ain’t
Nothin’ But a Hound Dog,” was a “cover” version of a song first re-
corded by blues singer Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton. For some
whites it would prove a short step from idolizing and imitating such
black musicians as Thornton, Charlie Parker, and Chuck Berry, to
doing the same with black civil rights activists like Robert Moses and
Stokely Carmichael.

At precisely the moment when the first wave of the baby boom
reached the college campuses, the southern civil rights movement ex-
ploded into newspaper headlines and the nation’s consciousness
through the use of an innovative strategy of mass, nonviolent civil
disobedience. The 1960 southern sit-in movement, which attracted
fifty thousand participants in the space of a few months, was sparked
by four black college freshmen in Greensboro, North Carolina, who
decided on their own to challenge the segregation of 2 Woolworth’s
lunch counter. Rennie Davis, a founder of sps who was a sophomore
at Oberlin College in 1960, recalled: “Here were four students from
Greensboro who were suddenly all over Life magazine. There was a
feeling that they were us and we were them, and a recognition that



218  Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin

they were expressing something we were feeling as well and they'd
won the attention of the country.”!?

For sympathetic college students, the civil rights movement
blended the appeal of “making history” with the potential for testing
one’s own sense of personal “authenticity” through an existential
(and for those who joined the freedom rides or the voter registration
campaigns in the South, quite genuine) brush with danger. In her
book Personal Politics, historian Sara Evans described the compelling
example set by the young black volunteers of the Student Non-Vio-
lent Coordinating Committee: “Eating, sleeping, working side by side
day after day, SNcc activists created a way of life more than a set of
ideas.”!! Thus, in the early 1960s, the sort of quixotic identification
with outcasts and outsiders offered by On the Road and “The White
Negro” acquired a compelling moral and political relevance. A new
style of bohemianism that embodied a cultural stance derived from
the Beats, and a political critique inspired by the black freedom
movement attracted a growing following among college-age white
Americans.

The superheated ideological atmosphere of 1950s cold war
America played an important role in shaping the political outlook of
college students at the start of the new decade. They had grown up
in a political culture that stressed the division of the world into abso-
lute good and absolute evil, freedom versus totalitarianism. The cold
war was justified in much the same terms that had been used in the
recent victorious struggle against the Axis powers. Yet, beneath the
surface agreement among conservatives and liberals on the need to
contain the Soviet threat, certain ambiguities still lurked. For many
Americans, the cold war summoned up an uncritical identification
with the emerging national security state. But some others, loyal to
the liberatory and antiracist beliefs that had fueled the war against
fascism, tendered their support for the “free world” on a more con-
ditional basis.

Consider the wide appeal that the classic World War 11 film Casa-
blanca developed on college campuses by the early 1960s. Casablanca
portrayed America as a redemptive force in a world too long domi-
nated by brutal and amoral power relations, a beacon of light to ref-
ugees who had fled Nazi-occupied Europe and impatiently awaited
the “plane to Lisbon” (and thence to New York). In the course of the
film, Humphrey Bogart’s character, saloonkeeper Rick Blaine, dis-
cards his cynical go-it-alone veneer to reveal his romantic idealism.
Victor Laszlo, the European resistance leader, challenges Rick to rec-
ognize that “each of us has a destiny, for good or for evil.” Rick re-
sponds by choosing to fight the good war (as would the United States
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days later, the film being set in early December 1941). But suppose
the United States had chosen to back the likes of the sinister Nazi
leader, Major Strasser, rather than Victor Laszlo? What would Rick’s
choice have been then? His conduct was the product of individual
moral choice rather than unwavering patriotic allegiance—and what
was freely given could, by implication, be just as freely withheld or
withdrawn.!?

World War I also taught a lesson about the unspeakable horrors
that could be committed by an advanced bureaucratic state that had
lost its moral bearings. The Israeli capture and trial of former SS
Obersturmbannfiihrer Adolf Eichmann in 196061 revived memo-
ries of the postwar Nuremburg trials; while Hannah Arendt’s 1963
book Eichmann in Jerusalem made the “banality of evil” a common-
place of educated liberal discourse. Arendt argued that European
Jews were the victims of a monstrous system that depended on the
acquiescence of ordinary human beings. Eichmann had served so ef-
ficiently as a cog in the Nazi death machine not out of personal de-
pravity or exceptional sadism but because of a lack of imagination:
he proved incapable of comprehending the evil of his own actions.
Among the conclusions Arendt drew from her meditation on the “ba-
nality of evil” was a surprisingly optimistic one. She no longer con-
tended that totalitarianism was capable of stamping out every vestige
of independent thought and resistance among its subject popula-
tions: “Under conditions of terror most people will comply but some
people will not. . . . No more is required, and no more can reasonably
be asked, for this planet to remain a place fit for human habitation.”!3

Norman Mailer in his 1957 essay “The White Negro” had already
begun to refer to American society as “totalitarian”; in the decade
that followed, a lot of loose talk would be heard on the Left compar-
ing Nazi Germany and the United States. But one need not have sub-
scribed to such misleading analogies to be drawn to the moral im-
agery and lessons provided by the Nuremburg trials. In fact, if
resisters to evil could be found even under the extreme conditions of
Nazi oppression, could less be expected of those who enjoyed the
protections of liberal democracy? Joan Libby, a Mount Holyoke Col-
lege student and antiwar activist in the mid-1960s, became an organ-
izer for the National Moratorium Committee in 1969. Her parents
disapproved of her antiwar activities, and she found herself relying
on the Nuremburg analogy in her arguments with them:

Both my parents were Jewish, and one of the things I had had to learn
about, of course, was the Holocaust, and one of the lessons in that always
is that you shouldn’t stand by and think somebody else is going to do it.
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That's a serious lesson, I think, for susceptible young people like myself—
a powerful one. It becomes sort of an imperative. There’s always a dou-
ble-edged sword when you bring people up with the notion that you
should take [moral) positions on things. You never know where they'll
come out.™*

In 1961, John F. Kennedy had sounded the call for a selfless ded-
ication to the (vaguely defined) national cause, significantly posed in
terms of individual choice: “Ask not what your country can do for
you, ask what you can do for your country.” The same spirit of self-
sacrificing idealism that led many students to volunteer for the Peace
Corps led others to the civil rights movement. Many young white vol-
unteers felt that their civil rights activism was sanctioned from on
high (although sncc’s black field workers never shared that particular
illusion, knowing how unresponsive the Justice Department was to
their requests for protection against racist attacks). A succession of
emotional and political blows followed, with the cumulative effect of
redirecting the spirit of idealism away from the official agenda being
set in Washington: there was fear of nuclear annihilation during the
Cuban missile crisis in October 1962, indignation over the brutal
treatment of civil rights demonstrators in Birmingham in the spring
of 1963, shock at Kennedy’s assassination that fall, distrust the fol-
lowing summer as a result of the Democratic convention’s “compro-
mise” that prevented the seating of Fannie Lou Hamer and other
black delegates from the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, and
dismay over the escalation of the war in Vietnam in the spring of
1965.

In the early-to-mid 1960s, an essential prop of the old order gave
way in the minds of tens of thousands of young people. In more
jaded times, like those which followed the Vietham War and the Wa-
tergate scandal, disbelief in the official pronouncements of American
foreign-policy makers would lead primarily to cynicism and apathy;
but, in the 1960s, when the fervor of cold war liberalism was still a
potent force, such disillusionment was often the prelude to an in-
tensely moralistic conversion to political activism.

Bob Dylan’s rapid rise to fame was emblematic of the newly
emerging cultural and political sensibility. Dylan’s first album, a com-
bination of folk and blues i interpretations and his own ironic ballads,
was released in February 1962. It sold an unremarkable five thou-
sand copies in its first year. But Dylan’s second album, released in
May of 1963, found a broad new audience. The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan,
which featured protest songs like “Blowin’ in the Wind,” “Masters of
War,” and “A Hard Rain’s A Gonna Fall,” sold 200,000 copies by July
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1963. The following month, Peter, Paul and Mary released a single
of Dylan’s “Blowin’ in the Wind” that sold over 300,000 copies in less
than two weeks, making it the first protest song ever to grace the hit
parade.'s

Where were Dylan’s new fans coming from, and what message did
they seek in his music? “Blowin’ in the Wind” was simultaneously a
song about coming-of-age (“How many roads must 2 man walk down
/ Before you call him a man?”) and about moral choice (“Yes, ‘n’ how
many times can a man turn his head / Pretending he just doesn’t
see?™), as well as a promise that those who understood its message
would soon help redeem the nation (“The answer, my friend, is
blowin’ in the wind / The answer is blowin’ in the wind”).!® Young
Americans in the 1960s were not the first generation to feel that they
were more sensitive to hypocrisy and injustice than their elders. But
due to the structural and ideological framework that had emerged in
postwar America, they were primed for an opening to the Left in the
early 1960s. The demographic bulge, the delayed entry into the adult
world, the encouragement of generational consciousness by advertis-
ers, the cultural identification with outsiders and marginal groups,
the inspirational example of the civil rights movement, and the par-
adoxical influence of cold war liberalism were the raw materials from
which a mass New Left would be fashioned over the next few years.

I11

The chief organizational beneficiary of these trends would be sps.
As the war and the protests it inspired escalated in the mid-1960s,
sps grew rapidly. This occurred despite the fact that, after organizing
the first antiwar march on Washington in April 1965, its leaders dis-
dained sponsorship of any more such events because they did not
address the root issue of an imperialist foreign policy—"stopping the
seventh Vietnam from now,” as one slogan put it.!” But the policies
sps leaders chose to embrace or reject had little to do with the orga-
nization’s growth. As Steve Max, an early leader of the group, re-
called in a recent interview: “The progression in sbs was to be more
and more movement and less and less organization. It was a situation
of a movement looking for a place to happen.”!®

There were national headlines in the spring of 1965 when sps’s
antiwar march attracted some twenty thousand participants. By the
end of that school year, the sps National Office (No) was receiving a
flood of letters from individuals and groups eager to affiliate, from
places like Dodge City Community College in Kansas not previously
known as loci of radical activity. It was no longer necessary for sps to
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organize chapters: they organized themselves.!® Many recruits were
members of preexisting local groups who sought access to the re-
sources and prestige that only a national organization could provide.

A typical communication arrived at the No in November 1965
from a student at Ventura College (near Los Angeles) inquiring
about the possibility of affiliating his local “Free Students for Amer-
ica” (rsFa) with sps:

What I have read and heard of your group leads me to believe we think
much in the same direction. The basic aims of the F.S.F.A. are the re-
moval of all American troops from Viet Nam, the use of aid rather than
soldiers to combat the growth of totalitarian governments throughout the
world, the affirmation of the right of any individual not to kill and not to
be forced to serve in any military organization.

The Ventura “Free Students” wanted to join sbs because “we feel
there is considerably more creative power in the unity of many
groups than there is in many separate groups.” The NO's response
was favorable, including only the proviso that if the “Free Students”
became an official sps chapter they would have to agree to admit
nonpacifists.2

The No set up a system of campus “travelers” and regional offices,
but these did little more than service existing chapters, distribute lit-
erature, and make an occasional statement to the media. New mem-
bers were seldom “converted” to sps ideology. If the sps “old guard”
had had its way, the organization would have functioned chiefly as a
recruiting pool for future community organizers. Instead, reflecting
the loosely formulated set of ideas, concerns, and political priorities
that new members brought with them into the national organization,
sps chapters increasingly focused their efforts on resisting the war in
Vietnam. Students did not become activists because they joined sps;
they joined sps because they were already activists.?!

The sps annual national conventions were important mainly as
places where spsers from around the country could make contacts
and share experiences. Labored efforts to chart a coordinated na-
tional strategy (like an abortive “Ten Days to Shake the Empire” plan
in 1968) were almost universally ignored by local chapters. To the
extent that people in sps chapters learned to speak a common lan-
guage and pursue a common political agenda, they did so through a
process of osmosis rather than central direction.

Just at the moment when it began to develop a significant national
presence, sps lost the ability to set its own agenda. Starting in 1965,
sps’s concerns and the pace of its development were largely reactions
to decisions being made in the White House and the Pentagon. The
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escalation of the Vietnam War thus simultaneously strengthened and
weakened sps. In the matter of a few months, it transformed the
group from a small network of activists, most of whom knew one an-
other, into a national movement with hundreds of chapters—and an
organizational infrastructure that never managed to make the tran-
sition. And while the war galvanized protesters, it also bred frustra-
tion and extremism in their ranks. Vietnam was a particularly volatile
issue around which to build a mass movement. No partial victories or
breathing spaces could be won: the movement would either force the
government to end the war, or it would fail. As a result the peace
movement, with the New Left at its core, constantly swung back and
forth between near-millennial expectations and dark and angry de-
spair.2?

As the political climate changed after 1965, so did the New Left’s
cultural style. The new members who flooded into sps (dubbed the
“prairie power” contingent because so many of them came from
places other than the usual urban centers of radical strength) were
less likely to share the theoretical sophistication or intellectual ambi-
tions of the group’s founding generation. The new breed tended to
be unschooled in and impatient with radical doctrine, intensely mor-
alistic, suspicious of “elitism” and “bureaucracy,” and immersed in
the new cultural currents running through college towns.?*

In January 1966, three members of the newly organized sps chap-
ter at the University of Oklahoma were among those arrested in a
marijuana raid on a private party in Norman. Newspapers through-
out the country picked up the story, linking sps with pot-smoking.
The Norman police chief unabashedly revealed to local reporters
that his suspicions of the students had been aroused by their politics
as much as their alleged drug use: “Several of these people have been
active in the Society [sps]. . . . One of them had a receipt showing he
had just joined the sps.” High bail was set for all the defendants, and
two of them were locked up incommunicado in a state mental hospi-
tal for observation because of their long hair.?*

Jeff Shero, an sps campus traveler and leading exponent of “prai-
rie power” within the organization, visited Norman soon after the
bust. He reported back to the No that the police had assembled pre-
scription drugs and antiwar literature for sensationalized photo-
graphs. Local newspapers reported that a book on “homosexuality”
was found in the raided apartment. They neglected to mention the
name of the book’s author—Sigmund Freud. Shero was both indig-
nant and amused at the crudity of the official antics, but he con-
cluded that the affair had not done sps any real political harm. “The
chapter probably isn't irreparably damaged,” he wrote to the no.
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“Chapter people were mixed as to the effect of the raid, some actually
thought it would be beneficial "2

Steve Max and a few other “old guard” leaders of sps had a dif-
ferent reaction. Speaking in a tone that reflected the assumptions of
his earlier involvement with the Communist youth movement, Max
regarded it a matter of “Socialist discipline” that “unless the organi-
zation votes to carry on a Legalize marijuana through a civil disobe-
dience campaign, then our members ought not place themselves and
the organization in a position where they can be put out of commis-
sion so easily.” He wanted the Norman chapter suspended until it
had, through some unspecified procedure, reformed itself. In a sub-
sequent letter, he reiterated, “If we don’t start to draw the line some-
place we are going to wind up with a federation of dope rings instead
of a national political organization.”?%

But sentiment in the hinterland seemed to run in a completely
opposite direction. One member from Ohio reported to the No that
news of the Norman arrests “strikes home in the Ohio area since a
number of people including three friends have been arrested on
charges involving pot.” Although he realized that sps might have
good reasons to avoid involvement in a campaign to legalize pot-
smoking, “nevertheless, I think this area is another expression of the
lack of individual freedom in the society for an individual desiring to
control his own life without interference.”?’

The Norman sps chapter was not suspended. Moreover, within a
few years, sps would not simply regard the use of drugs as a question
of individual choice but would endorse it as yet another emblem of
the revolutionary disaffection of the young. “Our whole life is a de-
fiance of Amerika,” the newspaper of the Weatherman sps faction
exulted in 1969. “It’s moving in the streets, digging sounds, smoking
dope . .. fighting pigs.” By the late sixties, marijuana and LSD were
circulating freely at national sps conventions.2¥

Underlying the ability and willingness of so many young radicals,
along with others of their generation, to experiment with new “life-
styles” (including drugs) was the economic prosperity of the postwar
era. New Leftists took affluence for granted and despised its corrupt-
ing influence, unlike the Socialists and Communists of the 1930s who
denounced capitalism for its inability to provide the minimum decen-
cies of life to the poor. The great revolutionary drama of the New
York theater in the 1930s had been Clifford Odets’s Waiting for Lefty,
which ended with the “workers” in the cast and the audience joining
together in chanting “Strike, strike, strike!”

Perhaps the closest equivalent to Odets’s work in the 1960s was
the popular play by Peter Brooks, The Persecution and Assassination of
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Jean Paul Marat as Performed by the Inmates of the Asylum of Charenton
under the Direction of the Marquis de Sade (or, as it was more commonly
known, Marat/Sade), which suggested that conventional politics, even
conventional revolutionary politics, was exhausted as a force for
change. The final scene in Marat/Sade provoked the same kind of au-
dience empathy as the climax of Waiting for Lefty, although this time
the identification was not with striking workers but with rioting lu-
natics in an insane asylum, who sang “We want a revolution . . . Now!”
The song went on to become a kind of unofficial anthem of the Co-
lumbia strike in the spring of 1968.2

Julian Beck’s “Living Theater,” which toured campuses during
the late 1960s, went a step further than Marat/Sade by dispensing with
scripts altogether. In a typical Living Theater production, the “ac-
tors” challenged the audience to join them on stage in disrobing,
smoking marijuana, and milling around in a kind of pseudo-liberated
confusion. A student who participated in a building seizure at the
University of Chicago in 1969 saw a direct link between the decision
by the local sps chapter to take over the building and a visit shortly
before by the Living Theater:

The idea was to liberate yourself from the confining conventions of life,
and to celebrate the irrational side of your nature, kind of let yourself go.
... At a place like the University of Chicago, this was really the opposite
of every message that you'd been getting from the moment you stepped
into the place. . . . This was the counterculture coming to us, and it
stirred people up and made us feel like doing something dramatic.*

Earlier generations of radicals had derided capitalism as an anar-
chic, irrational system; the new radicals scorned the system because it
was too rational, based on a soul-destroying set of technological and
bureaucratic imperatives that stifled individual expression. From uni-
versity reform, where the slogan was “I am a human being, do not
fold, spindle or mutilate,” to draft resistance, where the buttons read
“Not with my life, you don’t,” the New Left championed a form of
radical individualism that was authentically American in derivation
and flavor—ironically, all too “American” for the organizational well-
being of the movement. For this deeply rooted individualism pre-
pared the way for the development of a movement cult of “confron-
tation.”

In the Communist, Socialist, and Trotskyist movements of the
1930s, young radicals had prided themselves on their analytic abili-
ties, their skill in debate, their command of the intricacies of Marxist
theory. In contrast, a kind of emotional and moral plain-speaking was
the preferred rhetorical style among sps leaders. Authenticity, usu-
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ally described as “commitment,” was the political and personal value
New Leftists were most eager to display, a quality that could best be
established by the willingness to “put your body on the line.” Over-
coming any lingering squeamishness about breaking the law (and
plate-glass windows) was the ultimate “gut-check” that alone could
establish whether you were “part of the problem or part of the solu-
tion.”

The political deficiencies of this personal stance were not lost on
some spsers, though they found themselves powerless to correct the
situation. As early as 1965, Lee Webb, former sps national secretary,
complained in an internal document that “sps influences its member-
ship to become more militant rather than more radical. . .. Calls to
fight the draft, stop a troop train, burn a draft card, avoid all forms
of liberalism, have become . . . the substitute for intellectual analysis
and understanding.”®! Late sixties sps rhetoric, composed of equal
parts Maoist jargon and black street rap, communicated little but the
angry alienation of its practitioners. Nevertheless, it had a very potent
appeal to the already-converted or would-be recruits in defining the
cultural terrain of the movement—if you spoke the language, you
were already a revolutionary. “Brothers,” a high school student wrote
to the No in the late 1960s, “I sympathize with the movement and its
goals. But information on what’s going on is hard to come by in rural,
conservative western Pennsylvania. Dig?”%?

By the late 1960s, sps had grown to as many as a hundred thou-
sand loosely affiliated members, while tens of thousands more could
be counted as supporters of the movement. But off-campus, the New
Left’s activities, and the increasingly outrageous and opaque lan-
guage in which they were justified, found few supporters. Ronald
Reagan spoke for many Americans when he declared in the midst of
the People’s Park disorders in Berkeley in 1969 (which left one spec-
tator dead from police buckshot), “If it’s a blood bath they want, let
it be now.”*? The ferocity with which authorities sought to crack down
on campus protest only exacerbated the appeal of extreme rhetoric
and doctrines within sps. In the summer of 1969 the organization
splintered, with one small faction led by the Progressive Labor Party
(PLP) heading for the factories, and another small faction led by
Weatherman heading for the “underground.” Neither the pLP nor
Weatherman enlisted more than a tiny fraction of sps members un-
der their banners, but Weatherman'’s cultural style—which included
a fervent if erratic promotion of drugs, sex, and rock and roll—gave
it a measure of influence on campuses that the dour dogmatists in the
_PLP were never able to match. In the early 1970s underground news-
papers gave extensive coverage to Weatherman’s bombings and
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“communiqués”; posters in college dorms invited Bernardine Dohrn
and other Weatherman fugitives to seek shelter.34

Iv

The demise of sps did not retard the flowering of cultural radi-
calism. From campus towns to the “youth ghettos” of big cities and
-even to American military bases in Vietnam, a diffuse set of “coun-
tercultural” ideas, symbols, and behaviors circulated. “Liberation”
was easy to achieve, since it was defined as the practice of a com-
munal, playful, and sensual life-style. While they often ignored or
explicitly rejected the politics advocated by “power-tripping” radicals,
those immersed in the counterculture embraced beliefs the earlier
New Left had first popularized. Alternative, participatory communi-
ties based on decentralized, small-scale technology and an ethic of
loving mutuality had all been prefigured by the Port Huron State-
ment, the civil rights movement, and sps’s community-organizing
projects. Garbed in apolitical dress, this vision continued to attract
believers (many of them from working-class backgrounds) who never
would have considered attending an sps meeting. In the mid-1970s,
pollster Daniel Yankelovich called attention to the ways in which new
attitudes toward authority, sexual morality, and self-fulfillment had
spread from elite college campuses to much of the younger popula-
tion: “Indeed,” he wrote, “we are amazed by the rapidity with which
this process is now taking place.”®

As the sixties ended, some radical leaders withdrew from the in-
creasingly fractious realm of left-wing politics to join rural communes
or mystical cults, or to embrace various “new age” therapies. The
well-publicized voyage of Jerry Rubin from yippie revolutionary to
yuppie networker is the best known, if not most representative, ex-
ample of this process. Paul Potter, a former sps president, was less
self-serving and more reflective when he recorded his own painful
withdrawal from the movement in his 1971 book A Name for Ourselves.
Potter reaffirmed his belief in the values and concerns that had ini-
tially led him to the New Left, but rejected organized politics as a
means of achieving a better world:

I am less involved in changing America. . . . This does not mean that I am
less angry or upset or horrified by this country than before. If anything, I
am more profoundly and intuitively aware, day to day, of what an ugly
society this is and how desperately it needs change. But my information
comes less and less from the papers—more and more from my own expe-
rience with it.3
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Potter now sought to be “in touch with children,” agonized about
his lingering desire for power, and found solace in daily rituals. His
lover Leni Wildflower (whose adopted surname represented a sym-
bolic break with her Old Left parents) contributed an angry foreword
to A Name for Ourselves:

I am trying desperately to peel away the layers of lies—trying to pull back
the skin of society, school, family. The expectations which somewhere
along the line got internalized. The desire to “be something,” the pretty
deep conviction that I am nothing . . . And in the middle of my quest
there are all these men laying their power-ego-identity trips on me.?’

The emergence of a new feminist movement had the paradoxical
effect of drawing many New Left women into more active political
participation while hastening the political withdrawal of many men.
In the late 1960s and early 1970s few male leaders of the New Left
escaped being taken to task for sexism by women in the movement.
What more decisive step could men take to indicate repentance for
past misdeeds than to abdicate any further claim to leadership? With
the movement foundering, the “politically correct” decision often
served to rationalize personal inclinations. Coinciding with the de-
cline of the antiwar movement, a widespread and decentralized net-
work of women’s “consciousness raising” groups, health clinics, book-
stores, newspapers, publishing houses, and similar enterprises
emerged, giving new meaning to the original New Left call for a “be-
loved community.”

\Y

“The sixties are over,” literary critic Morris Dickstein wrote in
1977, “but they remain the watershed of our recent cultural history;
they continue to affect the ambiance of our lives in innumerable
ways.”*® The passage of more than a decade and Ronald Reagan’s two
terms in office have not lessened the truth of that observation. In the
1980s, the conservative victors found it politically convenient to lump
together the vestiges of New Deal-Great Society liberalism with the
memory of the New Left to justify reversing both the social legislation
and the “moral permissiveness” associated with the sixties. They were
quite successful in cutting back or abolishing domestic programs that
had no wealthy or powerful constituency. But as the New Right’s
plaintive refrain “Let Reagan be Reagan” indicated, conservatives did
not have everything their own way in the 1980s. The right was forced
to govern within a cultural environment that, in significant ways, lim-
ited what it could accomplish. Conservatives had to repackage many
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of their ideas and policies to appeal to a public that had caught a
“democratic distemper” and was unwilling to defer automatically to
its new governors.>

The movements and events of the 1960s generated an attitudinal
penumbra that glimmered long after sps and sncc had been eclipsed.
Chastened by the collapse of “the movement,” many pragmatic radi-
cals entered the left wing of the Democratic party, helping transform
its stance on foreign policy and producing at least a strong rhetorical
commitment to equal rights for all disadvantaged groups. In the
1970s and 1980s, erstwhile New Leftists taking a few steps toward the
center met and worked alongside liberals disenchanted with cold war
shibboleths who were moving gradually to the Left. The activist Left
largely shed traditional Marxist concerns for issues centering on the
workplace and economic growth, groping instead for a new synthesis
of environmentalism, feminism, antimilitarism, and interracial soli-
darity.

Right-wing movements also sought to exploit the mood of morally
committed idealism that sixties radicals had done so much to create;
in some instances, they proved more successful than their left-wing
counterparts. The impulse to expose and attack illegitimate authority
was turned against legislators who tried to “solve problems by throw-
ing money at them,” against a Democratic president who could nei-
ther free American hostages nor punish their captors, and against
liberal judges perceived as protecting muggers, drug-pushers, or
pornographers. At the same time, a vigorous libertarian spirit, itself
a legacy of the sixties, acted as a countervailing force, preventing the
New Right from imposing its version of morality on law and society.
America’s political culture in the 1980s thus contained enough con-
tradictory impulses to baffle the pundits who assumed that Reagan’s
electoral victories represented a fundamental rightward shift.

American politics in the past decade has actually been character-
ized by the existence of a deep divide between two camps: one, a
broad but disorganized Left, has attempted to defend and develop
ideas, issues, and “life-styles” that emerged in the sixties; the other,
an equally diverse but far better organized Right, has built its own
influence around popular revulsion from those same images and
practices. New Leftists thus succeeded in transforming American pol-
itics—though not according to the sanguine script laid out at Port
Huron. The continued influence of the movements of the 1960s has
been most pronounced in five aspects of contemporary American so-
ciety: intellectual life, perceptions of race and of gender, foreign pol-
icy, and the language of politics itself.

According to the mythology promoted by The Big Chill, sixties
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radicals had all “sold out” by the 1980s. The main characters in that
film made their living by peddling running shoes or dope, writing
trashy stories for People magazine, or starring in a trashy action series
on television. In real life, no doubt, some came to such ends. But
thousands of others took up jobs and professions that did not repre-
sent a break with their earlier political aspirations. They became so-
cial workers, union and community organizers, public school teach-
ers, Legal Services lawyers, or doctors involved in occupationa} or
neighborhood health programs. A recent study of the political atti-
tudes held by aging “veterans of the protest movement” discovered
that a majority retained the ideological predilections of their youth.4?

Significantly, many former radicals made careers in the “infor-
mation industry,” as academics, journalists, and media specialists.
Conservative social scientists have done much viewing-with-alarm of
this phenomenon. They blame a left-wing “new class” for undermin-
ing the public’s faith in both domestic institutions and U.S. foreign
policy. Opinion surveys of the “media elite” conducted by Robert
Lichter and Stanley Rothman in the late 1970s found that print and
electronic journalists and filmmakers overwhelmingly endorsed
“strong affirmative action for blacks,” as well as women’s right to
abortions; a near-majority agreed that the “U.S. exploits the Third
World and causes poverty.” Writing in Partisan Review in 1986, soci-
ologist Paul Hollander condemned the Left’s alleged “domination of
the public political discourse” on campus, complaining that while its
adherents may work “within the system,” they are “without any sense
of allegiance towards it.” Prominent neoconservatives like Norman
Podhoretz, Midge Decter, and Hilton Kramer sound similar alarms
about the radical fifth columnists they believe have debauched Amer-
ican culture.*!

While these attacks on the “new class” suffer from hyperbole, they
do gesture at a truth about contemporary thought. Radicals probably
played a larger role in the universities and the media in the 1980s
than at any previous time in American history. In the fields of history
and literature, the most innovative scholars have been those who sym-
pathetically illuminate the lives and thought of subaltern groups and
“deconstruct” the works and reputations of famous writers and other
authorities. Different schools of Marxism, feminism, and radical lin-
guistic theory infuse this work, which, in the spirit of the New Left,
questions not just established ideas (for that is the perpetual task of
good scholarship) but the methods used to create them and the con-
sequences that flow from their application in society. Far from having
cloistered themselves, as some left-wing critics have charged, radical
scholars have shown considerable concern for making their views
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available to a nonacademic audience. Radical perspectives, albeit
somewhat diluted ones, find their way into a surprising number of
mainstream venues, from National Public Radio programming to the
op-ed pages of the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal, to the
Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History, to historical
sites like Harpers Ferry and Colonial Williamsburg (where black-
smiths in period dress pepper their narratives with insights culled
from recent literature about slavery and abolitionism by such radical
scholars as John Blassingame, Eugene Genovese, and Eric Foner).42

None of this, to be sure, represents a left-wing cultural coup
d’état. In the media, there is little evidence that the private views of
reporters control the message being transmitted on the page and
screen. In academia, radical assistant professors are as preoccupied
with the scramble for tenure as colleagues on their right—and lack
access to the patronage and sources of alternate employment that
well-funded right-wing think tanks and the Reagan administration
offered to a generation of young conservative intellectuals.*? Still, the
contention in the media and the university over basic questions of
ideology stands in sharp contrast with the intellectual scene of the
1950s when radical journalist I. F. Stone had to start his own shoe-
string newsletter to publish his acute exposés of government policies;
while academic mavericks like Paul Baran and C. Wright Mills nur-
tured their ideas largely in isolation from their colleagues.

Since the 1960s, the politics of race has been a major battleground
between Left and Right. On the one hand, “new class” individuals
and institutions exhibit a heightened level of racial sensitivity. The
study of the history and culture of minority groups is a staple of pub-
lic education, at least in urban areas. Black history was the subject of
the most popular television event of the 1970s (“Roots”), while a black
family served as the model of domesticity on the most popular situa-
tion comedy of the 1980s (“The Cosby Show”), and Oprah Winfrey,
black hostess of the most popular daytime television talk show, por-
trayed her own career as the product of struggles by Sojourner
Truth, Harriet Tubman, and Fannie Lou Hamer.**

Millions of middle-class whites have joined with blacks in estab-
lishing a firm line demarcating acceptable from unacceptable public
conduct and expression regarding race. Together they have suc-
ceeded in delegitimating beliefs that were the norm among white
Americans only a generation earlier. Since the mid-1970s, any nation-
ally prominent public figure who has castigated blacks as a people,
even with humorous intent, has quickly lost reputation, employment,
or both. Consider the firings of agriculture secretary Earl Butz in
1975 for telling a racist joke; of baseball executive Al Campanis in
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1987 for questioning, on a television show commemorating the an-
niversary of Jackie Robinson’s major league debut, whether blacks
had “the necessities” to make good managers; and of network foot-
ball commentator Jimmy “the Greek” Snyder for claiming that blacks
were bred by slaveholders to be faster and stronger than whites and
for wanting to reserve front-office jobs for the latter. A record of hos-
tility to the civil rights movement, even in the absence of evidence of
personal racial prejudice, can also destroy careers. Judge Robert
Bork’s nomination to the Supreme Court was fatally damaged by the
revelation that he had described the public accommodations section
of the 1964 Civil Rights Act as embodying “a principle of unsur-
passed ugliness,” while Arizona governor Evan Meacham inspired a
powerful impeachment movement when he refused to recognize
Martin Luther King’s birthday as a state holiday. The black leader,
who, in his lifetime, was harassed by the FBI1, mistrusted by the presi-
dents he dealt with, and openly despised by millions of whites, is to-
day a national icon.

But the new consensus on racial equality is far from universal.
The Boston busing riots of the mid-1970s, the 1986 assault on three
blacks who had the misfortune of having their car break down in the
white Howard Beach neighborhood of New York City, and other
events have revealed a bitter fraction of white working-class America
that lashes out against those regarded as threats to its homes, jobs,
and personal safety. Moreover, in the 1980s, students on major col-
lege campuses like Dartmouth, Penn State, and the University of
Massachusetts (Amherst) engaged in racial slurs and, on a few occa-
sions, even violence, demonstrating that segregation (albeit of an in-
formal, interpersonal kind) still plagued these overwhelmingly white
institutions. By opposing affirmative action (in the name of “equal
opportunity”) and welfare programs, conservative politicians have
both contributed to and benefited from such conflicts.

Meanwhile, many middle-class whites share the perception that a
black “underclass” has become fatally trapped within a nexus of fam-
ily dissolution, drug abuse, and crime, past all reasonable hope of
salvation. Radicals and liberals won an important victory when they
transformed the public language and imagery of race. But at a time
when racial inequality has become primarily a question of access to
wealth and secure employment, they have, for the most part, fallen
into a puzzled, if not indifferent, silence about issues more compli-
cated than Jimmy the Greek’s notions of slavery.*®

Attitudes about women and women’s issues have undergone a
similar change, taking a large cultural step forward while suffering a
political step back, or at least sideward, in the struggle for equality of
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the sexes. The central ideological tenet of the new feminist move-
ment was the idea that “the personal is political.” The most intimate
and seemingly mundane details of private life—housework and child-
care, among many others—were seen as fundamentally linked to so-
cial power. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, feminists struck an
enormously rich vein of anger and insight about personal issues that
American radical movements had never systematically addressed be-
fore. ,

The mass media, initially inclined to dismiss the new feminists
with the trivializing designation “bra-burners,” by the mid-1970s
made a dramatic about-face in their treatment of many of the move-
ment’s concerns. Notions like “equal pay for equal work” were easily
assimilated into public discourse; today most young middle-class
women routinely expect to have access to the same careers and to
receive the same compensation as men. What is surprising, in retro-
spect, is how quickly other, more highly charged, issues—rape, abor-
tion, family violence, incest—began to attract respectful coverage in
the daily press and on television. Talk shows routinely broadcast
heated discussions about sexuality, day care, and birth control. “Sex-
ism” itself has become so common a concept that even so unreflective
a Reaganite as Fawn Hall immediately made use of the phrase to re-
spond to Senator Howell Heflin’s accusation that she had stuffed clas-
sified documents into her underwear in order to smuggle them out
of Oliver North’s office.

Feminists have succeeded in establishing a new “common sense”
about gender roles among the urban middle class—and beyond. By
the mid-1980s, according to a synthesis of opinion polls, a majority of
Americans agreed with positions that, at the end of the 1960s, were
the province of radical feminists. They supported federally subsi-
dized day-care centers, sex education for the young, and the idea that
men and women should share housework and child rearing equally.*’
Women from constituencies that the New Left had tended to write
off—the white working class, the Catholic church, the suburbs—came
to embrace feminist ideas and proposals in the course of the 1970s
even though many still feel constrained to preface their new beliefs
with the disclaimer, “I'm no women’s libber, but ...” It was as if
American society had been waiting for decades, with mounting ner-
vousness and impatience, for some group to have the courage to come
along and state the obvious about the problems between the sexes.

But, here too, not everyone was converted. The New Right ac-
cepted the challenge of “personal politics” and responded by organ-
izing its own network of women activists. Phyllis Schlafly’s Eagle
Forum, the right-to-life movement, and similar groups proved quite
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adept at stirring, articulating, and channeling fears about the de-
struction of the male-headed “traditional family.” In tandem with ris-
ing conservative politicians, they were able to block passage of the
Equal Rights Amendment (despite the support the Era consistently
received in national polls). As a result, organized feminism stalled
and began to be described, even by some Democrats, as merely an-
other “special interest.”*

The legacy of the sixties has continued to play an explicit role in
framing popular attitudes toward military intervention abroad. De-
spite the appeals of President Reagan and other supporters of the
Nicaraguan Contras, Americans have consistently opposed policies
designed to overthrow the Sandinista government by a margin of
roughly 2 to 1.4 That sentiment is routinely expressed as fear of
stumbling into “another Vietnam”—a phrase worth examining. Un-
derstandably, Americans remember the war as a time of futile blood-
letting. Many oppose U.S. intervention in Central America out of a
sense of pragmatic isolationism,; if the conquest of Nicaragua looked
to be as effortless as that of Grenada, the public opinion polls would
almost certainly look different.

For many Americans, however, the lesson of Vietnam goes be-
yond the need to avoid unwinnable wars. A plurality of Americans
agrees retrospectively with the judgment that the antiwar movement
proclaimed in the 1960s. In a May 1985 poll, taken at a moment
when Reagan’s popularity was as yet untarnished by the Iran-Contra
affair, 38 percent agreed that U.S. involvement in Vietnam had been
both “wrong and immoral.” Only 34 percent concurred with the pres-
ident’s description of the war as a “noble cause.”°

Such an opinion, like that in any sphere of public controversy,
reflects both conclusions drawn from immediate experience and the
cumulative influence of mass-mediated images and attitudes. The
popularity, not to say domination, of liberal, antiwar politics in Hol-
lywood since the 1960s has resulted in treatments of Vietnam that are
harshly critical of the premises that underlay U.S. policy. “MASH,”
the highest-rated television series of the late 1970s, conveyed an im-
plicitly pacifist message through characters who mocked conventional
military authority and held no particular grudge against the Com-
munist enemy. The 1978 film Coming Home depicted its hero, a dis-
abled antiwar veteran, besting his sexual and political rival, another
veteran who had returned home with his body intact but his mind
mangled with militarist rage. The prize the two competed for was the
love of a strong female character played by Jane Fonda. Oliver
Stone’s 1987 production Platoon, which won the Academy Award for
Best Picture, portrayed the war as seen through the eyes of a young
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infantryman. Even as he fights a desperate battle for personal sur-
vival, the protagonist comes to reject the mindless brutality of the war
as represented by a sinister, scar-faced sergeant (a rejection symbol-
ized, according to the truest Hollywood convention, by the hero kill-
ing the bad guy).?!

But attitudes toward and images of the war remain a contested
terrain in Hollywood, as they do for the larger public. Michael Cimi-
no’s The Deer Hunter, which won the Oscar for Best Picture the same
year that Coming Home picked up the prizes for Best Actor and Ac-
tress, depicted Vietnamese culture as an evil, decadent force that be-
wildered and corrupted white ethnic GI's before killing them. Eight
years later, Sylvester Stallone, in Rambo: First Blood, Part II, took re-
venge, like a bare-chested, overmuscled Western sheriff, on the Vi-
etnamese outlaws who had once defeated him. By asking, “Do we get
to win this time?” and then blasting away in the affirmative, Rambo
was also attacking cowardly bureaucrats back home who had reput-
edly scuttled the patriotic cause. In the summer of 1987, Oliver
North gained a brief but intense popularity when he enacted what
might be called “Mr. Rambo Goes to Washington,” in which yet an-
other battle-hardened warrior stood up to a pack of pusillanimous
civilians.5? Vietnam remains a nightmare legacy from the sixties that
Americans repeatedly put behind them and yet obsessively continue
to relive.

The politics of the two major parties also reflect the impact of
sixties radicalism. The most direct influence appears within the Dem-
ocratic party. In many areas, local Democratic activists began to move
left during the 1968 presidential campaign and, in time, found their
forces strengthened by an infusion of former New Leftists. By the
1980s, left Democrats represented a variety of “single-issue” move-
ments—black, Chicano, feminist, environmentalist, peace, gay and
lesbian, and elderly—as much as they did the party apparatus itself.
Such organizations as the National Organization for Women, the
Sierra Club, and SANE saw their memberships swell in the early 1980s
and developed increasingly professional and intermittently powerful
lobbies in Washington. Liberal and radical Democratic activists
helped transform Jesse Jackson into a serious candidate for presi-
dent, promoted Geraldine Ferraro’s vice-presidential nomination in
1984, and set the anti-interventionist tenor of the party’s foreign pol-
icy debates. To the dismay of many party officials in the South, and
those elsewhere nostalgic for the days of Jim Farley and Richard
Daley, “New Politics"—style Democrats increasingly supply the finan-
cial backing, political energy, and moral élan that keeps the party or-
ganization afloat.®
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Yet what gives life to one side also provides opportunity for the
other. Since the 1960s, conservative Republicans have lured away tra-
ditional Democratic voters by portraying the Gop as the only safe ha-
ven for the white ethnic working class against the onslaught of the
civil rights movement and the political and social insurgencies it
spawned. After taking a Watergate-induced pause in the mid-1970s,
this backlash intensified, as millions of white northern voters joined
southerners in rejecting the presidential candidates of their own
party whom they perceived as apostles of weakness abroad and cap-
tives of single-issue “special interests” at home. Meanwhile, the New
Right was using the specter of a hedonistic, God-denying countercul-
ture to raise funds and recruit activists. Thus both parties, each in its
own way, still lived off energy generated in the 1960s.54 )

Notions of “personal politics” took on a new meaning in the late
1980s as a series of prominent political figures fell victim to revela-
tions about private moral transgressions. Circumstantial evidence of
adultery derailed front-runner Gary Hart’s 1988 presidential cam-
paign, while the Supreme Court nomination of the conservative jurist
Douglas Ginsburg collapsed amid reports that he had occasionally
used marijuana. A libertarian impulse favoring open discussion of
previously taboo subjects meshed with a lurid soap-opera-and-super-
market-tabloid-fed curiosity about the misdeeds of the highly placed.
The unlucky offenders were punished not so much for having
strayed from standards of behavior that relatively few American
adults under the age of forty-five had themselves upheld, as for their
lack of “authenticity”: Hart’s self-portrait of himself as a dedicated
family man and Ginsburg’s “law-and-order” stance were revealed as
shams.5®

A final way in which the sixties have influenced American politics
can be seen in the use of “populist” stances by politicians of all per-
suasions. The past quarter-century has been a fertile breeding
ground for expressions of discontent that defy old categories of “lib-
eral” and “conservative.” Advocates of desegregation and all-white
community schools, feminists and right-to-lifers, the New Left and
the George Wallace presidential campaign, agreed on very little; but
all railed against “the establishment” in the interests of the common
folk. And from a disgruntled public, the majority of which, according
to polls taken since the early 1970s, consistently feels “alienated from
the power structure,” come new waves of anti-elitist anger that invig-
orates such movements.% In fact, the very language of these opinion
surveys again demonstrates how conventional some New Left termi-
nology has become. ‘

Populism, of course, has long been a staple of American political
discourse. Ignatius Donnelly, Huey Long, and Saul Alinksy were win-
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ning votes or building movements out of such material long before
young radicals moved to urban slums in the early 1960s. The unique
contribution of the new radicals was to broaden the scope of the pop-
ulist critique, challenging the legitimacy of cultural as well as political
and economic power structures.

In ways both trivial and serious, the example, language, and ac-
tions of sixties radicals offered millions of Americans a way to express
the discontent generated by the triple debacle of Vietnam, Watergate,
and seventies stagflation. Often it was the New Left’s style rather than
its politics that wound up being recycled in the 1970s and 1980s.
Some otherwise law abiding “right-to-life” demonstrators risked ar-
rest blockading abortion clinics while singing, in paraphrase of John
Lennon, “All we are saying / is give life a chance.” Campus conserva-
tives distributed leaflets accusing Gulf Oil of “corporate murder” be-
cause the firm does business with the pro-Soviet government of An-
gola.5” New Leftists succeeded in exposing the bankrupt policies of
the liberal state in the 1960s. But that very success activated right-
wing critics of liberalism who championed a “counterculture” of their
own, based on biblical injunctions, the patriarchal family, and the
economic homilies of nineteenth-century capitalism.

The contradictory legacy of the sixties thus provides evidence of
both the failures and successes of the new radicalism—*failures” that
were sometimes unavoidable, and sometimes self-inflicted, and “suc-
cesses” that usually were unrecognized and were often the opposite
of what was intended. Richard Hofstadter wrote in The Age of Reform
that while it may be “feasible and desirable to formulate ideal pro-
grams of reform, it is asking too much to expect that history will
move . . . in a straight line to realize them.”s® Despite the best efforts
of the Reagan administration and the New Right, the 1980s did not
represent a return to the “normalcy” of the 1950s. Young radicals
never became serious contenders for state power, but the issues they
raised and the language in which those issues were dramatized be-
came the normal fare of American politics.

Whether scorned as pro-Communistic and nihilistic or smothered
in bland nostalgia, the New Left’s reputation in the late 1980s was not
all that its founders might have hoped for. But the message of the
young radicals had certainly been received.

NoOTES

The epigraph from “Bob Dylan’s Dream” © 1963 Warner Bros. Inc. and
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used by permission. All rights reserved.
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9 The Ruse of the “Silent Majority”

JONATHAN RIEDER

INTRODUCTION: POPULIST CONSERVATISM

T'uie New Deal collapsed in the 1960s. Baldly put, in
need of qualification, this is the key truth, the essential condition, of
our recent political life. The popular coalition that sustained the New
Deal through postwar prosperity and McCarthyism burst into its con-
stituent shards. The early years of the decade sounded a note of high
liberal promise. By the end of the decade, liberalism was in full rout,
with the Democratic party embroiled in internal warfare and the Re-
publicans ascendant. At the time, Lyndon Johnson’s defeat of Barry
Goldwater in 1964 was widely interpreted as proof that a conservative
ideologue could not achieve victory in America. In truth, the outlines
of Reagan’s popular victory may be glimpsed in shadowy form in the
Goldwater debacle.

The travail of the Democrats, and its corollary, the Right’s return
from the fringes of national political life, involved many things. Most
tangibly, this coming unstuck of the New Deal alliance could be seen
at the level of architecture, of broken form: millions of voters, pried
loose from their habitual loyalty to the Democratic Party, were now a
volatile force, surging through the electoral system without the chan-
neling restraints of party attachment. This does not mean that they
immediately underwent some ideologically profound conversion; it
does mean that they were now available for courting.! And the Re-
publicans courted them. In the presidential elections from 1968
through 1984, the Democrats won only once, and that was in 1976
with a candidate who disavowed New Deal themes, embraced budget
balancing, and ran against a Republican party discredited by Water-

ate.
s No less important than this institutional volatility was the mid-
dling status of the voters who helped produce it. Of course, certain
segments of that vast and eclectic American middle, split in countless
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ways by region and income, religion and ethnicity, had warmed to
the Republicans for a long time. But now in the 1960s and its after-
math, conservatives and Republicans found a responsive audience
among once-Democratic constituencies: southerners, ethnic Catholics
in the Northeast and Midwest, blue-collar workers, union members,
even a sprinkling of lower-middle-class Jews. Out of this maelstrom
of defection there emerged a new social formation, Middle America.

Middle America did not really exist as a popular term before the
1960s. In part, it emerged out of the center’s own efforts to name
itself. But it also emerged from the efforts of others to capture and
beguile it, most notably from the oratorical flourishes of Republicans,
reactionaries, and conservatives who had their own ideological proj-
ects in mind.

The rhetorical foil to this middle, “limousine liberalism,” another
coinage of the time, sought to convince the middling classes that lib-
eralism was a special enthusiasm of the well-born and well-placed,
that the Democrats decreasingly spoke to and for the vast middle.
The reborn right, then, was a populist right, at least in its oratory.
This too must be qualified. But it offers an important insight into the
Right’s recovery, and its vulnerability and fleeting tenure.

Beyond the novel language, the new formation and broken archi-
tecture, something more basic was at work in this political upheaval.
The language took, because it jibed with the resentments of so many
ordinary Americans. The forms broke because they could no longer
contain the surging passions of betrayal and resistance. What drew
the disparate segments of the middle together was its restorationist
impulse, its unhappiness with the directions of change in American
life. If there was any single source of displeasure that shook the New
Deal coalition to its core, it was the civil rights revolution. Race, how-
ever, was only the earliest and most powerful spur to these defec-
tions. Later, the Vietnam War cleaved through the Democratic party
and hacked it into bits. Other issues like law and order, the revolution
in morals, and a corrosive inflation added to disaffection. Whatever
the mélange of separate complaints that fed the stream of resentment
and complaint, this much is clear: the consequences were immense.
At least for a time, they rearranged the basic categories of American
political life.

PRELUDE: THE PROBLEM OF THE RIGHT

Despite a variety of demographic, economic, and institutional
changes in American life between 1932 and 1960, it was still possible
to argue in the early 1960s that little had changed in thirty years, and
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that the New Deal remained essentially intact, with some erosions and
qualifications.? Even at the height of the New Deal, the Democratic
majority contained certain vulnerabilities. One potential strain in-
volved the ambiguity of the “liberalism” that sustained the New Deal
electorally, and the limited sense in which various working-class frac-
tions could be described as liberal. While Roosevelt had a penchant
for high-flown rhetoric, and progressive forces fashioned an idiom of
transcendent social purpose, many workers, naturally enough, liked
the New Deal mainly for the benefits it bestowed. For them, the New
Deal did not represent universalism as much as the particularism of
household provision.

Ethnic commitments, and the foreign policy concerns they gen-
erated during World War II, further weakened the unity of the New
Deal coalition. Above all, isolationism fed a fierce alienation from
Democratic liberal internationalism. The Irish opposed Roosevelt’s
war policy as pro-British intervention. His condemnation of Italy’s
attack on France—“The hand that held the dagger has plunged it
into the back of its neighbor”—stirred public outcry in America’s Lit-
tle Italys. And now for a second time, American entry into a world
war risked compromising the good reputation of German-Ameri-
cans. In the years after the war, these grievances would give rise to a
“politics of revenge,” to borrow Samuel Lubell’s famous phrase,
against the Democrats. Similarly, ethnic Catholics from the occupied
countries of Eastern Europe—including many Lithuanian, Polish,
and Czech Democrats—responded to charges that the party of Roo-
sevelt was soft on communism and had sold out their ancestral home-
lands at Yalta.

Finally, the progressive policies of the national Democratic party
rested anomalously on a racist electoral base of Southern Democrats,
who constituted an enclave of white supremacy within the party.
However much Southern workers and farmers prized the social leg-
islation of the New Deal, the Southern Democratic party was, by any
reckoning, a reactionary force. As a result of the one-party character
of the South, the Democratic party contained many “natural” Repub-
licans, awaiting release.

All these vulnerabilities of the Democrats—and others—could be
detected at the very start of the New Deal, but they remained low-
level tensions that flared episodically. The reactionary right, that
remnant of the pre-1929 order that never forgave the New Deal and
its “creeping Socialism” for subverting the individualistic verities of
“true Americanism,” retained its presence in the Midwestern branch
of the Republican party. The Right also survived as a force in Con-
gress. As an influence on national policy, however, it was essentially
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demobilized, and took recourse in a sulking desire for vengeance. It
had to accept a bitter truth: the “modern” Republican party was no
longer an agency of reactionary restoration. Mainstream Republi-
cans, too, had faced facts: there was no electoral market for ending
state benevolence. The conservatism they could muster consisted of a
recognition that the innovations of the New Deal were part of the
fabric of American life—had become the past that was to be saved.
The rejectionists of the Right—not content with modest trimming—
wanted domestic rollback. They were thus truly radical in colloquial
parlance. They were radical in another sense: they had ceased to be
popular. The masses of ordinary working men and women, at least
on average, belonged to the Democrats.?

The Right did not cease to imagine the people, and to imagine
them as its allies, or its potential allies. It developed a theory of a
natural majority, hidden and kept from it. Anticipating the turn of
1960s conservatism toward majoritarian themes, some conservative
intellectuals like Willmoore Kendall lauded the “virtuous people.™
And still the Right kept seeking ways to return to power. The Tru-
man victory of 1948 underscored the popularity of the New Deal’s
social policies. Any attack on the Democrats would thus have to be
oblique, could not be a headlong defense of “liberty against social-
ism.”® The Right had to fight for a popular following on the more
auspicious terrain of foreign policy.

More than any other figure, Sen. Joseph McCarthy offered the
right a brief flurry of hope. He developed all the plaints of the na-
tionalist right and added new twists: the sellout of Yalta, the weak
moral fiber of New Dealers and their penchant for humiliating ap-
peasement, the loss of Eastern Europe and China, the enfoldment of
subversives into the heart of the New Deal. The time was ripe to ex-
pand the market for these classic themes. Global developments in the
postwar years had deepened the public’s anxiety about foreign af-
fairs. Moreover, the implacable anticommunism of the Catholic
church, and the problem of the captive nations, sustained a ferocious
conservatism among many Catholic Democrats. Presumably, in ap-
pealing to these more plebeian constituencies, McCarthy’s tough,
swaggering style and his pseudo-populist diatribes would prove help-
ful. His famous Wheeling, West Virginia, speech was laced with seem-
ing class resentment. “It is not the less fortunate, or members of mi-
nority groups who have been selling this nation out, but rather those
who have had all the benefits the wealthiest nation on earth has had
to offer. .. . This is glaringly true of the State Department. There the
bright young men who are born with silver spoons in their mouth are
the ones who have been worst.”®
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For various reasons, McCarthyism did not rescue the Right. The
gap between McCarthy’s core constituencies and his popular support
never closed. As Michael Rogin has argued, McCarthyism “reflected
the specific traumas of conservative Republican activists—internal
Communist subversion, the New Deal, centralized government, left-
wing intellectuals, and the corrupting influences of a cosmopolitan
society.”” The market for these themes remained confined to the
Right's traditional base among the provincial petite bourgeoisie.
Among his ethnic plebeian supporters, McCarthy tapped rather
straightforward worries about Korea, the cold war, and communism.
On these issues, however, the two parties did not fundamentally dif-
fer. Democrats and Republicans alike shared in the anti-Communist
consensus; the marginal difference between soft and hard forms of
anticommunism was insufficient to stir the public at large.

If anticommunism failed to realign the parties, McCarthy accom-
plished two things of moment for this discussion. First, his success in
the polls with Catholic ethnics prefigured “one of the right’s basic
post-war strategies for a return to power—the Catholic/ethnic/blue-
collar strategy.”® The ethnic response to McCarthy heartened Catho-
lic conservatives like L. Brent Bozell and William Buckley and high-
lighted the folly of what Buckley called “the university crowd.” It
appeared that openings to the ethnic working class might be wel-
come, and more: the status resentments of petit-bourgeois elites in
the hinterland toward the Eastern Establishment offered an idiom
with which to seduce ethnic Democrats. As a result, the Right's com-
mitment to a rhetoric of plebeian contempt for things effete and pa-
trician deepened. All in all, McCarthy hurried the movement of the
Right toward a conservatism conspicuously more majoritarian than
previously.

The second effect of McCarthyism was on the liberal imagination.
Simply put, the red scare revealed a dimension of the people that was
frightening. It seemed as if a demonic volk was rising up to assault
established institutions and civil liberties with its plebiscitary passion.
In American historiography, the reconsideration of populism as an
ethnocentric movement fueled by wish fulfillment and status humili-
ation underlined this change of heart among many liberals. In less
academic quarters, McCarthyism highlighted the festering ethnic ten-
sion within the Democratic party, in which Jewish liberals decried
Catholic authoritarianism and Catholics reciprocated with charges of
Jewish bolshevism. These mutual recriminations marked more than
ethnic squabbling; they indicated an important vein of Catholic con-
servatism within the Democratic party, as well as the ideological
schisms it was capable of provoking.
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McCarthyism broke through the civil rhetorical settlement that
kept animosity suppressed and backstage. Once McCarthyism was de-
feated, those tensions were driven underground, to be whispered
sotto voce. But the stylistic war between plebeian and patrician con-
tinued as a latent undertheme in the struggle between conservatism
and liberalism. During the 1960s it resurfaced with dramatic inten-

sity.

SOUTHERN INSURGENCY

An ideological party of right-wing reaction could not rouse the
middle-income classes from their self-absorbed, acquisitive mood in
the 1950s. The right’s broadsides against the Warren Court and so-
ciological jurisprudence fell on deaf ears. That same indifference be-
fell the Right’s apocalyptic vision of communism, its pure form of
laissez-faire, its indictment of the permissive society. Nor did the pub-
lic show much appetite for a more respectable corporate-style conser-
vatism. Despite the running down of liberal energies, depression-vin-
tage tensions between the classes, while muted and diminishing,
remained. Lower- and working-class Americans supported welfare
state measures more vigorously than did upper-middle- and upper-
class voters, and they linked their economic fate to the Democratic
party. In addition, ingrained Democratic loyalty, no matter how rit-
ualized, tended to keep the electorate from considering more conser-
vative alternatives. Even when Democrats did vote for a particular
Republican, say for Eisenhower, they did not alter their basic political
identities and sympathies.®

Even the inertia of old partisan habits did not survive the social
crisis that erupted across America between 1960 and 1972. The exo-
dus of habitual Democrats from the party began earliest in the South.
In the presidential election of 1948, Truman’s initiatives on civil
rights spurred a Dixiecrat secession led by Strom Thurmond. The
quickening assault on white supremacy by Supreme Court decisions,
the civil rights movement, and Democratic liberals eventually led to
the collapse of the Democratic party in the white South. In the early
1960s, Republican strategists developed Operation Dixie, the precur-
sor to the Southern Strategy that envisioned a new Republican ma-
jority founded on the conservatism of the West, the South, and the
heartland. By 1980, the Republicans had essentially fulfilled this vi-
sion of political geography.!®

Racial resentment was not the sole cause of these defections, nor
was it only a cause. It also was a condition for defections on other
grounds. Anything that broke the hold of Democratic loyalty, as only
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the racial liberalism of the national party could, freed conservative-
leaning Democrats to embrace the Republican party. Already in the
1950s, a stream of upper-middle-class business and professional
types had begun to flow to the Republicans. In metropolitan areas
like Shreveport, Augusta, and Jackson, Donald Strong concluded,
“They’re acting like Yankees! The prosperous folk of Richmond,
Charleston, and Dallas voted just like their economic counterparts in
Syracuse, Indianapolis, and Cleveland.”!! In a sense, racial turmoil in
the South did not overthrow the class axis of the New Deal but simply
completed it, albeit on terms favorable to Republicans.i2

The emotional edge of Southern defections in the 1960s came
from more tawdry racial passions. The effort to dismantle the South’s
caste system catalyzed a politics of massive resistance that redounded
to the Republicans’ benefit. Barry Goldwater, the Republican candi-
date in 1964, seemed a good bet to capitalize on white resistance. His
defense of states rights came from a Jeffersonian fear of federal
power, not from heartfelt racialist ideology, but the South did not
mind. One of eight senators who had voted against the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, he appealed directly to segregationists alienated by
Johnson’s civil rights efforts. Although Goldwater’s reactionary poli-
tics were repudiated in a Democratic victory of landslide proportions,
he won stunning victories in the Deep South. Unlike the Republican-
ism of the 1950s, his support was distributed across the classes,
among lower-income whites as well as those in the upper social
strata.!?

Goldwater’s brand of reactionary Republicanism met the require-
ments of preserving the racial order, but it had its shortcomings. In
the absence of racial struggle, it was too steeped in Sunbelt individu-
alism to entice disprivileged Southern workers and farmers, espe-
cially up-country whites in the Deep South outside the Black Belt
counties. For those elements, George Wallace was the true talisman
of order. As governor of Alabama, Wallace defied a court order to
integrate the University of Alabama, placing himself in front of fed-
eral marshals and vowing, “I will never submit to an order of the
federal court ordering the integration of the schools.” He quickly be-
came a hero of Southern nullification. Wallace frankly defended the
Southern way of life: “I don’t believe in the social and educational
mixing of the races.”!*

Heir to one strain of the Southern populist tradition, Wallace her-
alded “this average man on the street, this man in the textile mill, this
man in the steel mill, this barber, this beautician, the policeman on
the beat, they’re the ones, and the little businessman—I think those
are the mass of people that are going to support a change on the
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domestic scene.”'s A former Golden Gloves boxer with a tough and
gritty mien, Wallace jabbed at the fancy people, the Eastern Establish-
ment, the cultural sophisticates who allegedly disdained the values of
the common people. “We are going to show them in November that
the average American is sick and tired of all those over-educated
Ivory-tower folks with pointed heads looking down their noses at
us.”16 As rebuttal to such imputed slights, he proffered a raw version
of linguistic democracy: “Being from Alabama, we didn’t know what
it means when the head recapitulator of Maryland said that they were
going to recapitulate the vote. . . . We still don’t know what recapitu-
late means, but I'll tell you this, when anyone says he is going to re-
capitulate on you, you better watch out, because they’re fixing to do
something to you.”!'” As Kevin Phillips put it, “Wallace was the per-
sonification of the poor white Deep South. His Dixie crowds roared
every time Wallace brandished a New York Times clipping which
sneered at his wife’s dime store job.”!®

Wallace matched his rhetoric with a vigorous economic liberalism.
As a state legislator and as governor he championed progressive leg-
islation in housing and health. His electoral vehicle, the American
Independent party, affirmed a classical New Deal position on social
policy. It called for increases in Social Security and affirmed the gov-
ernment’s obligation to ensure health care for the economically vul-
nerable. Despite the South’s long-standing hostility to organized la-
bor and the pervasive regional support for the right-to-work laws, the
AlP applauded “the great trade organizations” and the right to collec-
tive bargaining.

As the 1960s unfolded, Wallace’s average men and women in the
street fumed over other grievances besides race, and Wallace minis-
tered to them as well. The Vietnam War expanded, and the country,
and the Democratic party, divided into camps of hawks and doves. In
addition, protests against the war raised emotional debates about the
limits of dissent, the meaning of patriotism, and the loyalty of dem-
onstrators. Speaking to those who chafed at the ambiguities of limited
war, Wallace, and his running mate Curtis Lemay, prescribed a solu-
tion in the manly mode: do not cut and run; bomb the Communists
back to the Stone Age. Wallace’s calls for using the same forcefulness
against domestic enemies drew an equally sympathetic hearing. In
good Southern fashion, Wallace’s supporters prized military courage
and sacrifice. As they saw it, patriotism demanded a simple, unreflec-
tive loyalty. They did not cotton to abstract notions of the right of
dissent, especially when the people doing the protesting were privi-
leged college students exempt from the draft who donned scruffy,
hippy garb and waved Vietcong flags. As a result, they cheered when
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Wallace cast protesters beyond the pale of the loyally opposed, ren-
dering them as shameful cowards and traitors.!°

This struggle over patriotism reflected a broader cultural struggle
between the forces of moral tradition and modernist liberation. Both
were lodged in the Democratic party. Wallace’s followers were dispro-
portionately unlettered and provincial; they clung to fundamentalist
and Baptist forms of faith. As they peered out at America in the
1960s, they saw an upsurge of sexual immorality, the decline of the
work ethic, disrespect for authority. Demands for women’s liberation
threatened to blur the primal distinctions between men and women.
Worse still, for some, they evoked a satanic violation of biblical pre-
scriptions. The mobilization of fundamentalist Christians was only in
its infancy, but throughout the 1970s, Supreme Court decisions on
abortion and the tax status of religious schools shook fundamentalist
ministers out of their quiescence. As Democratic platforms heralded
the Equal Rights Amendment, a politicized ministry, and the larger
New Right movement that prodded it, discovered in Wallace sup-
porters a responsive audience for their fulminations against moral
decline.

For all these racial, moral, and patriotic infamies, Wallace offered
relief. He promised to restore law and order to America, and would
not let squeamishness or finicky concerns about due process stand in
the way. “Hell, we got too much dignity in government,” Wallace told
his true believers. “What we need is some meanness. You elect one of
those steel-workers guvnuh, you talk about a revolution—damn,
there’d be shootin’ and tearin’ down and burnin’ up and killin’ and
bloodlettin’ sho nuff."*® His stump oratory was tinged with hints of
retaliatory violence against traitors and wreckers. He excelled at us-
ing the hecklers who showed up at his rallies, baiting them and driv-
ing his supporters to a higher pitch of emotion. In Marshall Frady’s
words, “Wallace had invoked, had discovered a dark, silent, brooding
mass of people whom no one—the newspapers, the political leaders,
the intellectuals—no one but Wallace had suspected were there.”?!

The power of this populist conservative movement of the South-
ern middling classes showed itself in the 1968 presidential election.
The force of racial reaction and populist passion blasted away the
Democratic hold on the South. Classical New Deal Democrat Hubert
Humphrey took only 30 percent of the vote; in the Deep South, a
rising number of black votes barely pushed him to the 20-percent
level. But this was no obvious Valhalla for the Republicans. Their ef-
fort to build on the Goldwater breakthrough ran smack into Wallace
and his American Independent party. Wallace and Republican can-
didate Richard Nixon split the rest of the Southern vote down the
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middle, each taking 34 percent. Wallace won the Deep South. Nixon
and the Republicans won the Outer South. Nixon held the more priv-
ileged, better educated, economic conservatives. Less often were
Nixon voters members of pietistic Protestant sects, and they did not
evince the high levels of commitment to segregation.?

The Wallace candidacy ultimately posed a far graver threat to the
Democrats than to the Republicans. He made painfully clear that re-
actionary politics might prove attractive to economically liberal, dis-
privileged southerners, whether in the party or generally alienated
from politics and outside the party system altogether. Wallace pro-
vided a niche for middling Democrats who disliked the racial and
foreign policies of the Democrats and were in the process of cutting
their ties to the ancestral party. In the absence of Wallace in the 1972
election, Republicans were the ones to gain. Richard Nixon trounced
liberal Democrat George McGovern with ease, sweeping every state
in the Deep South, the Southern rim, and the border states.

For the Republicans, Wallace-style conservatism showed the dan-
gers of a right-wing resurgence that drew its force from plebeian ra-
cial animosity, frustrated nationalism, and cultural restoration. The
opportunities were obvious, and they continued the movement of Re-
publican rhetoric, candidates, and strategists toward the apotheosis
of “middle America.” To budding New Right theorists, the Wallace
voters were the key to a transformed Republicanism centered on
populist themes and lower-middle-class resentment. As they refig-
ured their genealogy, the lineage ran from Andrew Jackson and Wil-
liam Jennings Bryan through Joseph McCarthy and George Wallace
to Ronald Reagan and Jerry Falwell. 2

But populist conservatism had its limits. No matter how much the
Right tried to encompass Wallace and Goldwater within the same cat-
egory, they did not fit. Wallace’s attack on bureaucrats and liberals,
his revilement of an intrusive national state, formed a contingent op-
position to specific bureaucrats and judicials who were transforming
the Southern way. The “conservatism” of Wallace voters was spotty
and suspect in other respects. “Country and Western Marxism,” Chil-
ton Williamson dubbed it in the National Review.2* “To the Nashville
Station” was how Kevin Phillips captured the ambiguous drift of the
“conservative” movement.?* Wallace’s people did not feel at home in
a Republican party that still was the organ of establishment conser-
vatism. In 1976, Carter constructed a biracial populist coalition in the
South; in 1982, in the midst of the recession, Southern workers
flocked back to the Democrats. Finally, Wallace came at the midpoint
of racial transition. Once the shocks of the 1960s were through, racial
politics lost their corrosive edge. The gradual coming of black power
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to the South, and the growing acceptance among whites that the civil
rights revolution could not—and in many cases, should not—be re-
versed, marked a change of heart in the 1970s.28

The evolution of the South reminds us of the imperfect relation-
ship between shifts in votes for political parties and shifts in under-
lying sentiment. The upheavals of race, war, and morality did not
simply create conservative temptations; rather, they exploded the
Democratic container that had kept them within the party. Once the
genie escaped, it would be hard to put it back. Southern Democrats
had always been at odds with many of the policies of the national
party, but they believed it represented their feelings. “The tumul-
tuous sixties eroded this myopic perception. As issues became more
salient and politics intruded on more individuals, there was a height-
ened awareness of discrepancies between what the parties stood for
as opposed to what they were believed to stand for.”?’ The loss of
Democratic dominance, and the emergence of a truly competitive
two-party system in the South, permitted an indigenous conservatism
on a variety of issues—race, sexual morality, civil liberties, religion,
and foreign policy—to achieve expression.

REVOLT IN THE NORTH

At the start of the 1960s, the bitter passions of race seemed very
much a Southern affair. The ferocity of resistance could still be con-
sidered a regional aberration. It soon became clear that the North
could not achieve immunity from the struggle for racial justice. The
complex forces that kept blacks subordinate in the North lacked the
clarity of the evil of the Southern caste system, which also meant that
the limits of liberal reform, and the ambiguous entanglement of race,
ethnicity, and class, surfaced more quickly in the North.

The racial discontent that marked the 1969 mayoral race in New
York City and the behavior of blue-collar ethnic Democrats in a Phil-
adelphia industrial suburb in 1968 struck Walter Dean Burnham as a
historic break with New Deal routine. Far more ominous than the
break itself was its character—a proto-fascist revolt of the little man,
animated by fearful resentment.?® This was populism with a ven-
geance, literally; it was not the populism of optimistic reform but the
populism of Poujade and the petite bourgeoisie. That the Weimar
analogy could issue forth from one of America’s savviest electoral an-
alysts marked just how far the country, and the North most spectac-
ularly, had traveled toward racial conflict in barely half a decade.
New York City, crucible of New Deal liberalism and bastion of Jewish
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tolerance, seemed a paradoxically apt symbol of this unhappy devel-
opment, and more than a few conservatives savored that fact.

The most flamboyant indication of the threat of the civil rights
movement to the Democratic party in the North occurred during the
presidential primaries in 1964, when George Wallace did amazingly
well—between 30 percent and 45 percent of the vote—in strongly
Democratic blue-collar precincts in Milwaukee, Baltimore, and Cleve-
land. Wallace had not minced words. His boast that he would make
race the basis of politics across the nation credited his own powers too
fulsomely, but the general point held.?® Wallace prefigured things to
come, in more eclectic, and less reactionary, form. In the congres-
sional elections of 1966, white backlash against Great Society liberal-
ism was in full force throughout the country. As the decade ad-
vanced, backlash spread from the working class to the middle class,
from Catholic enclaves to Jewish ones, from the provincial, vindictive
reaches of the center up into its more genteel, democratic quarters.

The motives behind resistance may be so transparent as to require
little accounting. Unabashed racism played its considerable part. And
as Burnham indicates, the frustrations of a squeezed lower-middle
class could easily yield to the most vindictive and paranoid intima-
tions.

Accurate as far as it goes, the diagnosis of racism or populism fails
to grasp the complexity of racial resentment. Backlash was a disor-
derly affair that contained democratic, populist, genteel, conspirato-
rial, racist, humanistic, pragmatic, and meritocratic impulses. Simply
put, the middle was too diverse, the grievances it suffered too varied,
to be captured in a single category.

Escalation in part followed from certain structural limitations of
liberal reform. Blacks in the North still had much work to do in
achieving basic constitutional rights and fighting white supremacy,
but class issues—of poverty, of jobs, of inequality—prevailed over
strictly caste ones, and demanded other solutions. A stance of racial
neutrality, of equal opportunity, would not immediately benefit the
members of the lumpen classes, especially during a time of economic
transition. As black demands ran up against the limits of liberalism,
frustration spurred the search for alternatives: affirmative action,
community control of schools, welfare rights, racial quotas, model cit-
ies programs, busing, reparations, political mobilization of the black
masses, black pride. Each of these remedies surpassed the existing
level of moral legitimacy and political acceptability.

Opposition to compensatory efforts sprang from the self-interest
of vulnerable whites, whose hold on middle-class status was precar-
ious. Integration threatened white ethnic monopolies on labor mar-
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kets, the civil service, unions, and municipal power. More specifically,
for disprivileged whites in high-tax states like California and New
York, the fiscal levies of a spiraling welfare bill seemed like confisca-
tory exactions on their meager resources. Busing for racial integra-
tion heightened primal anxieties about children’s safety and futures.
Philadelphia plans in the construction industry, like court-ordered
affirmative action programs elsewhere, often reserved a certain per-
centage of jobs for blacks, thereby reducing the number of jobs avail-
able for whites.

Such policies gradually yielded a diffuse sense among many tra-
ditional Democratic ethnic workers that they had become the victims
of “reverse discrimination.” This was more than a proxy for racist
animosity. Unemployed carpenters might yell, “Those quotas and
Philadelphia plans made us angry. They should create plans to help
both sides. Create jobs, but don’t take from one to give the other and
create bitterness.” Former supporters of the early civil rights move-
ment argued that blacks wanted to get ahead, “they should get ahead.
But not on my kid’s back. Blacks are taking advantage.” As the lament
suggests, “reverse discrimination” also formed an ethical critique of
the remedies advanced by liberals, the judiciary, and blacks. As well
as a psychic economy and a political economy of backlash, there was
a moral economy of backlash.3°

Policies that seemed to give special privileges to blacks and ex-
empt them from the rigors of competition scandalized whites. This is
not to say that Northern Democratic workers were pristine Lockeans.
Even more than the Protestant working and middle classes of the
South and Sunbelt, Jewish and Catholic Democrats came from fami-
listic and communal cultures, and had benefited greatly from the wel-
fare state. But they were also partisans of earning, self-reliance, and
the work ethic. Their own historic experience, and the mythologies
that surrounded it, sustained a great faith in, even a romance of,
bootstrapping. Even whites sympathetic to black suffering often re-
sponded to compensatory policies with indignation, an emotion born
of violated justice. One spokesman for aggrieved white ethnics re-
jected the claim by an Naacp official that whites had to pay the price
for all those years of slavery: “But I ask you, who will pay the Jews
for two thousands years of slavery? Who will compensate the Italians
for all the ditches they dug?”!

The whole tenor and turn of the black movement after the mid-
1960s offended no less than the remedies it championed. Its mili-
tancy, the increasingly forceful and even violent tone of its demands,
the spread of black nationalism through the Northern ghettos—these
frightened and offended provincial workers, many of whom little
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understood the historical brutalization of blacks in America and the
assaults on culture and identity that accompanied it. The Watts riot
of 1965, during which images of blacks crying “Burn, baby, burn”
flickered across white television sets, marked a turning point in the
white perception of the black movement. In a great reversal, white
support for black demands, which had been steadily growing
through the early 1960s, dropped precipitously. The proportion of
whites who believed the civil rights movement was proceeding too
fast rose in tandem.?

This spiral upward in black anger and militancy had a certain
ironic quality that escaped white workers. Every display of white re-
luctance and meanness frustrated the desire of blacks for modera-
tion, and disillusionment then pushed them toward higher levels of
militancy, and eventually black nationalism. If the universal vision of
integration gave way to the particularism of racial separatism, defen-
sive whites unwittingly helped call forth the very nationalist excess
they reviled.

In ways that Americans did not always appreciate, these apparent
arguments about race and remedy were often displaced conflicts of
class. In the minds of many white ethnics, ghetto rioting fused with
the street crime practiced by a dispirited segment of the black under-
class. The white view that quotas were a way to get ahead without
paying one’s dues merged with popular resentment of welfare “givea-
ways” to poor blacks. The dislike of welfare drew force from a
broader perception of the ghetto as a place of incivility, where the
cult of pleasure triumphed over all moral restraint and striving. Little
in their culture focused the attention of provincial ethnic Democrats
on the sociological causes of drug addiction, illegitimate births, male
sexual irresponsibility, and female-headed households. Their moral
traditionalism stoked contempt for transgression, which added a
powerful overlay of virtue and vice to the fundamental cleavage of
race and class already dividing two crucial elements of the Demo-
cratic coalition.

The final ingredient in this volatile mix of race, morality, ethnic-
ity, and class was proximity. The historical patterns of migration and
settlement were such that millions of Northern Democratic workers
lived near black ghettos, and the black underclass loomed as a pow-
erful physical presence. Integration was not a remote abstraction. It
was freighted with a vivid and brutal particularity. When white eth-
nics of modest means thought about integration of schools and neigh-
borhoods, they did not envision encounters with blacks in general but
with the quite specific blacks who lived near them, who seemed mor-
ally and physically dangerous. Countless ethnic neighborhoods had
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undergone rapid racial change, and many of those formerly white
enclaves had become seamy ghettos. To hard-pressed workers, whose
major investment was tied up in their home and community, the
prospect of integrated schools and residences raised the prospect of
jeopardy, racial engulfment, tipping.*®

None of the tangible threats of the underclass unsettled whites as
much as crime. Black street crime soared in the 1960s, and as black
protest devolved into ghetto rioting, both fortified the white percep-
tion that poor blacks were a malevolent lot who resorted to illegiti-
mate means to get what they wanted. “Crime in the streets” cata-
pulted to the very top of the list of pressing issues by the mid-1960s,
and created a market for conservative politicians who would restore
“law and order.” Demagogues often inflamed popular fears about
crime. The phrase functioned for some as a code word for racism;
when would-be avengers recited the phrase, some listeners heard a
commitment to satisfy their fantasies of reprisals against blacks. But
the phrase also spoke to more practical fears of physical safety shared
by the racially generous and vindictive alike.

As James Sundquist has well summarized, fear of crime tended to
blend with a host of other moral anxieties: “In the public’s percep-
tion, all these things merged. Ghetto riots, campus riots, street crime,
anti-Vietnam marches, poor people’s marches, drugs, pornography,
welfarism, rising taxes, all had a common thread: the breakdown of
family and social discipline, of order, of concepts of duty, of respect
for law, of public and private morality.”3* If Northern ethnic Demo-
crats were not Bible-thumping pietists after the fashion of Southern
fundamentalists and evangelicals, they were moral traditionalists. Just
as they affirmed the verities of patriotic duty, they grieved over fla-
grant homosexuality, the apparent decline in respect for authority,
the feminist revolution with its blurring of the boundaries between
men’s and women’s places. On all these issues, many middle-income
Democrats saw liberal fellow Democrats as their moral adversaries.

Each of the varied issues that grew up around the controversies
of race (especially), life-style, and foreign policy became points of
complaint and conflict with their own consequences. Together, they
had a cumulative effect that was more diffuse but no less critical.
They added to a growing sense of alienation among many white
Democrats of modest means who felt betrayed by the direction of
change. The political system seemed unfairly stacked against them.
Increasingly, they saw other factions dominating the Democratic
party with an agenda that did not include room for white ethnic con-
cerns.

No small part of this sense of danger and dispossession flowed
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from the perception by the middle-income classes of a growing chasm
between themselves and the regnant version of liberalism. This sense
of difference transformed the folk imagery of liberalism. In the pop-
ular mind, liberalism acquired a variety of invidious connotations. No
longer did it suggest a vision of transcendent justice or the support
of vulnerable working people. Liberalism meant taking the side of
blacks, no matter what; dismissing middle-class plaints as racism;
handcuffing the police; transferring resources and sympathy from a
vulnerable middle class to minorities; rationalizing rioting and de-
pendency and other moral afflictions as “caused” by the environment
or as justifiable response to oppression. Liberalism appeared to them
as a force inimical to the working and lower-middle classes, assaulting
their communities, their sense of fairness, their livelihood, their chil-
dren, their physical safety, their values.

THE DEMOCRATS IN DISARRAY

By the late 1960s, the issues of race, Vietnam, and life-style had
changed the political climate of the entire nation, not just of the
South. Restive forces had broken free of the party restraints that
once enveloped them. With that institutional breakdown, there
emerged a new civic culture, or, more precisely, a culture of incivility.
Tension between rival groups now yielded to outright feuding, and
unabashed denunciation replaced private grumbling.

One sign of the grass-roots revolt against liberalism was the emer-
gence of new champions of the white working and lower-middle
classes. Republicans saw a chance here to expand their sway, but con-
servative Democrats abounded who articulated the passions of pro-
vincial reaction. Mario Procaccino in New York City, Mayor Sam
Yorty in Los Angeles, Frank Rizzo in Philadelphia, and Louise Day
Hicks in Boston developed a politics that was essentially the geopoli-
tics of local community. They spoke to white concerns about busing,
tipping neighborhoods, crime in the streets, scatter-site low-income
housing, judicial leniency, the safety of schools, white flight, and the
death penalty. The style of the politics was even more striking than
its substantive themes. These leaders affected a vulgar speaking style
that was unembarrassed in its vow to protect white interests; no gen-
teel inhibitions kept them from lambasting black leaders and “lim-
ousine liberals.” Unafraid of appearing tough and racist, at times they
reveled in their “bad-boy,” outlaw identity, embodied in their willing-
ness to resort to disrespectable, illegal, even violent, means to protect
white power. :

For all the vividness of these local saviors, developments in the
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cities were only a microcosm of the organizational implosion of the
Democratic party at the national level. The mobilization of blacks,
programmatic liberals, antiwar protesters, and women brought vola-
tile new forces into the party that disturbed the existing balance of
power. As the white Democratic electorate split into reactionary, tra-
ditionalist, and left-liberal wings, disputes about race and Vietnam
produced intense feuding between liberal, “regular,” and conserva-
tive elites. Antiwar Democrats, who demanded withdrawal from Viet-
nam, squared off against hawkish boosters of the war—cold war lib-
erals, powerful unionists, and machine leaders. Speaking for many
New Deal traditionalists, Hubert Humphrey during the 1972 Demo-
cratic primaries tagged George McGovern as a proponent of the
three A’s: “Acid, Abortion, and Amnesty.”

These fraction fights reflected a power struggle for the control of
the Democratic party that was glaringly visible at the Democratic con-
ventions of the time.% In 1968, the Democrats met in Chicago, home
base of machine titan Mayor Richard Daley, spokesman for his city’s
embattled white ethnics and supporter of the war effort. The conven-
tion was a raucous affair, punctuated by a police riot against antiwar
demonstrators and the national press. Despite the primary strength
of insurgents like Robert Kennedy and Gene McCarthy, the regulars
kept their hold on the party, but only momentarily. Angry reformers
managed to rewrite the party rules, adding quotas that ensured the
future participation of women, blacks, and the young. These rule
changes produced a significant yield in 1972. Even as rank-and-file
Democrats were moving to the right, party activists and delegates
were increasingly liberal. Defrocking the old elites, the liberals radi-
cally reduced the influence of white ethnics, Democratic mayors, or-
ganized labor, and party leaders in the industrial Northeast.

The Democrats’ disquiet was an open invitation to their rivals.
From the moment of its appearance, Republicans sought to capitalize
on popular grievance. A party whose image was dominated by coun-
try-club Republicanism, Eastern Establishment patricians, and cor-
porate conservatism could not sharpen those resentments into a
barbed electoral weapon. But the institutional work of transforming
the Republican party into a vehicle for such a mission had been pro-
ceeding for some time. The efforts of conservative strategists to move
the party toward a Sunbelt strategy in the early 1960s was part of this
effort to oust liberal Republicans and seize control of the party. As
the 1960s unfolded, they came to see that the Southern Strategy
might have Northern applications.%

Organizational succession was necessary to produce a version of
populist conservatism, but it was only a condition of success, not a
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guarantee. To refashion Republican identity around more populist-
sounding themes also required cultural work, the refinement of a
new kind of political rhetoric. In 1964, even as he plied the waters of
the Southern Strategy, Goldwater had targeted his appeal to “the Si-
lent Americans” at Northern ethnic workers. Although he had some
success with Northern Catholics in racially tense urban precincts in
the Midwest and Northeast, Goldwater’s opening to Northern ethnics
mainly went unheeded. The appeal was premature. The racial and
social crisis had not advanced sufficiently to weaken party ties and
make the demand for law and order resonate. The question thus re-
mained for conservatives, how to entice Democratic ethnics, whose
material circumstances and cultural traditions sustained a rival sensi-
bility, with the language of Republican fundamentalism? Narrative
trickery alone would not build a market among traditional Demo-
cratic constituencies, and neither would self-congratulatory calls to
silent and forgotten Americans.

What doctrinal grudges, cultural alienation, and finely honed ar-
gument had not yet achieved for conservatives, the turbulence of the
times finally accomplished. In the years after the Goldwater debacle,
the idiom of populist conservatism was repeated and refined, and al-
ways with growing resonance. The idiom acquired high and low, gen-
teel and vulgar, incarnations. Not only Republicans mouthed its pie-
ties. Wallace spouted his vindictive variant. Democrats experimented
with their versions in local and state elections. It was the core of Ron-
ald Reagan’s oratory, and his successful gubernatorial bid. At the end
of the decade, this language even entered the presidency as its official
motif.

Elections during this period frequently seemed like cockfights or
slugfests; the voters affirmed not the goal of corrective equilibrium
but their own irreconcilable desires. In 1968, the country was racked
by antiwar protest, political assassination, and urban conflagration.
Throughout the campaign, Republican candidate Richard Nixon ap-
pealed to the middle, ever mindful of the chance to reap a windfall
among working- and middle-class Catholics. Garry Wills has well de-
scribed Nixon’s ingenious appeal to the middle-American belief in
striving. “Nixon’s success was not offered in Maimi as a theme for
mere self-congratulations. It was a pledge to others, a pledge that he
would not rob them of the fruits of their success.”?” Nixon declared,
“In a time when the national focus is concentrated upon the unem-
ployed, the impoverished and the dispossessed, the working Ameri-
cans have become the forgotten Americans. In a time when the na-
tional rostrums and forums are given over to shouters and protestors
and demonstrators, they have become the silent Americans. Yet they
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have a legitimate grievance that should be rectified and a just cause
that should prevail.”#

Democrats and Republicans alike could not afford to ignore the
threat of George Wallace, who had taken his campaign beyond the
South and turned it into a national social movement on the American
Independent party line. As the election neared, it seemed as if Wal-
lace might deny both major parties a majority. Democratic unionists
were shocked to find strong support for him among Democratic
workers in usually loyal unions. “The death of his old adversary,
Martin Luther King, came like a miracle. The riots it touched off
meant that the 1968 campaign would be fought on Wallace’s chosen
ground. The theme would be his theme: law and order.”*® This time,
in contrast with 1964, Wallace did not run as an unreconstructed seg-
regationist but couched his racialist concerns in more sublimated
form.

Wallace’s support in the polls of 23 percent fell by half on election
days; his stronger showing in the South was balanced by a lower figure
in the other regions. Countless workers who admired Wallace or saw
him as a fitting vehicle for their protest shied from wasting their vote
on a third-party chimera. Despite that, Wallace did well among Cath-
olics in northeastern locales where racial violence had recently
erupted. Among New Jersey Catholics, he took between 10 and 15
percent of the vote. In New York City, Wallace captured almost 10
percent of the vote in Catholic assembly districts, reaching 15 percent
in lower-middle-class Irish districts; he drew support from Italian
and Irish policemen, firemen, bus drivers, and sanitation workers.
Wallace ran strongly in blue-collar ethnic strongholds in racially po-
larized Flint, Michigan, Cleveland, Ohio, and Gary, Indiana.*®

Nixon also made inroads in traditionally Democratic working-
and middle-class communities. Nixon’s appeal was pure simplicity: he
heralded a less malevolent version of Wallace’s crusade against 1960s
liberalism. If Wallace offered rollback, Nixon suggested containment.
As Richard Scammon and Benjamin Wattenberg observed, Nixon
was the only candidate of the three whose supporters wanted to
maintain Negro progress at its current levels rather than slow it down
or speed it up.!

The power of the racial and social issues did not abate during
Nixon’s presidency. In the face of continuing black and antiwar dis-
sent, Nixon and his vice-president, Spiro Agnew, went on the attack.
As Jonathan Schell recounted it, the president was building a political
consensus around the Silent Majority. Increasingly, he believed the
principal institutions of American life—including the Supreme
Court, Congress, the foundations, television, and the press, all of



262  Jonathan Rieder

them in sway to the left-liberal ideology—“were impeding his com-
munion with the new majority, and were thereby thwarting the ma-
jority’s will” The task, then, was “to clear away this noisy, willful mi-
nority impediment.”#? The appeal to Middle America took on a more
vindictive edge, as the line between the virtuous middle and demonic
outsiders—blacks, liberals, antiwar protesters—was drawn with in-
creasing sharpness. Vice-president Agnew’s 1970 address to Dela-
ware Republicans captured this moral cosmos of purity and danger:

The elite consist of the raised-eyebrow cynics, the anti-intellectual intellec-
tuals, the pampered egotists who sneer at honesty, thrift, hard work, pru-
dence, common decency, and self-denial. In their lust to divorce them-
selves from the ordinary mortals, they embrace confrontation as a
substitute for debate and willingly wrench the Bill of Rights to cloak crim-
inal and psychotic conduct it was never intended to cover. They consider
this self-alienation to be true sophistication.

Innocently or not, this haughty clique has brought on a permissive-
ness that in turn has resulted in a shockingly warped sense of values.*

Nineteen seventy-two marked the culmination of the party system
of the 1960s. The Democratic nominating process produced in
George McGovern a candidate who came to personify all the forces
that were anathema to the interests and ideals of the middle-income
classes. His pledge to get down on his hands and knees to obtain
peace from North Vietnam violated popular taboos on humiliating
appeasement. He supported busing, amnesty for draft evaders, and
abortion rights, all the while repudiating the death penalty. His
widely misinterpreted plan for a Demogrant, a plan to give every
American family one thousand dollars, reinforced an impression of
fiscal extravagance.

Nixon defeated McGovern in a rout, as the Democrat won only
the single state of Massachusetts. Among countless conservative Dem-
ocratic leaders, including many champions of alienated working-class
ethnics, the seeming “radicalism” of the “prairie populist” sparked
rebellious rump committees of Democrats and Independents for
Nixon. The Teamsters’, Longshoremen’s, and Construction Workers’
unions rallied to the president. As always, ideological preferences
alone did not produce the pattern of defection; Nixon’s stimulation
of a preelection economic boom also motivated Democrats to leave
their party. In addition, the rate of defection from the Democrats was
a function of conservative views on Vietnam, the use of force to quell
college demonstrations, amnesty for draft dodgers, and legalization
of marijuana. Nixon received a majority of white working-class votes.
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And of the preponderantly Democratic voters attracted to Wallace in
1968, nearly 80 percent voted for Nixon.#

CONCLUSION

Caught up in the frenzies of the late 1960s and early 1970s, one
could easily foresee the makings of a populist conservative majority.
More than a few citizens, including some of the nation’s most sober
pundits, believed that the country had crossed some primal thresh-
old, that the old rules and assumptions they relied on to produce a
sense of order no longer obtained, and they experienced a tremulous
sense of unsettlement. As liberals saw it, something mean and violent
had been aroused in the white middling classes. With democracy at
bay, slogans like “the genius of American politics” and “American ex-
ceptionalism” seemed wildly sanguine. Some even talked of an Amer-
ican Weimar or the “Europeanization” of American politics. America
had entered one of those “moments of madness” captured by Aris-
tide Zolberg, when possibilities barely imagined suddenly crash
through the surface of ordinary life and achieve riotous expression.

And yet the more remarkable thing, as striking as the fact that
such frenzies materialized at all, is how quickly they seemed to give
way. By the middle of the 1970s, Americans were in the grip of an
entirely new set of concerns. With Carter’s 1976 victory, and the or-
atory of moral reassurance that accompanied it, it was possible once
more to talk of American elections not as cockfights but as self-regu-
lating mechanisms for damping down passion, composing differ-
ences, and achieving harmony. In reality, things were infinitely more
complicated than this imagery of ordained equilibrium suggests. Not-
withstanding the Carter win and Democratic victories in the 1974
congressional elections, life had not returned to some former status
quo that would automatically favor the Democrats and halt their de-
cline. On the contrary, Carter’s handling of the economy and foreign
affairs would generate popular demands for action in both realms
that Reagan successfully exploited in 1980. Nor did Carter reassem-
ble a once-proud Democratic majority. As Gary Orren wrote, Carter’s
electoral coalition “was composed of something old, something bor-
rowed, and something new.”* Suspended between the old order and
a new one whose shape had yet to be revealed, the mid-1970s offered
an odd interim in American politics.

Factors internal to the middle-income classes, the leanings and ta-
boos that shaped their political wishes, partially accounted for the
failure of the Republicans to convert the victory of 1972 into that
ever-phantom realignment. In the North no less than in the South,



264  Jonathan Rieder

the conservatism of the middle-income classes was ambiguous. True
enough, many Democrats of modest means would never again feel
the same loyalty to any political party, let alone to the Democrats, that
they once had given to the party of Roosevelt. Still, as a general rule,
they could not find it in themselves to enlist in the Republican party.
The Right gained their votes more than it gained their hearts.

Despite all its bathos about silent and moral majorities, the Right’s
“populism” never entirely converged with the people’s. After all,
there is a big difference between speaking populist words and offer-
ing populist policies. Throughout American history, at least since the
time of Jackson, political movements of all persuasions have been
forced to talk the language of the people, but they have managed to
infuse that common lingo with very different meanings. As Michael
Paul Rogin points out, appeals to the people “could attack the status
quo; they could also defend it . . . ‘populistic’ appeals could be made
not only by the generally deprived but also by local or national elites
that opposed government action.”®

At least through the 1970s, the Republicans’ cramped version of
populism consisted mainly of their efforts to flatter the middle, to
affirm its values and assuage its sense of neglect and slight. Those
efforts, however, were always hedged by the Right’s ideological purity
and the conservative interests which that purity served. The words
sought to cover the gap of interest and belief that separated the Right
and restive Democrats. As a result, even as it pursued Middle Amer-
ica, it never quite captured it, or, more precisely, enough of it.

If the Right's populism was narrow and stillborn, that was so
mainly relative to the reluctant conservatism of the people that pop-
ulism was aimed at. Classical Republican fulminations about big gov-
ernment went down well with working people, to the degree white
workers resented certain policies and programs that struck them as
particularistic or unwholesome benefits for blacks. Such policies and
programs, however, represented a small proportion of the total fed-
eral budget. The people’s nervousness about government thus
stopped far short of unmitigated hostility to the welfare state. On the
contrary, the middle’s well-being depended on an array of entitle-
ments they were loath to surrender. The same lack of coincidence
between the Republicans’ popular constituencies and disaffected
Democrats existed on other issues. Many traditional Democrats
shared in a diffuse sense of grievance over moral breakdown, but on
the whole they did not embrace the religious Right's desire to install
a Republic of Virtue in America.

The intense conservatism displayed by many down-home Demo-
crats during the 1960s was an artifact of their own dialectical need to
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respond to what appeared to be certain extreme moral and racial
dangers. Once the challenges were removed, or at least had dimin-
ished, the people could only fall upon their own internal differences
and their dissent from the program of the moral zealots. It became
apparent that many members of the middle had evolved a good deal
in their thinking about moral tolerance and racial justice. If during
the 1960s the alignment of issues cast them as opponents of change,
the traditionalism they affirmed was a selective, vital, “modernizing”
one. William Schneider has summarized, “Most voters have no prob-
lem with the Democratic Party’s speaking out for the interests of
women, blacks, and working people; that is its traditional role as ad-
vocate for the disadvantaged and victims of discrimination. But
speaking out for the interests of feminists, labor unions, and civil
rights organizations is something else. That is not populism. That is
interest group liberalism.”¢’

The apparent evanescence of the New American Majority that
Nixon assembled in 1972 derived from external forces as much as
from internal dispositions of the middling classes. Just as external
events called Middle America forth, just as surely did history dissolve
it. This involved the waning of the passions of race and Vietnam that
had divided the nation for a decade, and the ascension of rather
more urgent issues. In the 1970s, American voters were increasingly
preoccupied with economic concerns. The old Keynesian magic dis-
appeared, and double-digit inflation combined with rising unemploy-
ment to produce the neologism of stagflation. America’s “humilia-
tion” by emboldened third-world oil powers, who cut America off
from its foreign sources of fuel, pointed to the uncertainties of the
new global economic and geopolitical order. No longer could the
United States enforce the international prerogatives that once guar-
anteed the nation’s economic growth. The rise of oPEC symbolized a
more general vulnerability of the American economy in the face of
competition from all corners of the world. Finally, the constitutional
crisis of Watergate toppled Nixon, titular head of the New American
Majority. Whether Watergate derailed or merely postponed the
movement toward a Republican majority was heatedly debated, but
the short-run consequence was clear: it discredited the Republican

arty.
P "l):he crafting of a new culture of the Right, one more self-con-
sciously grounded in appeals to the working and lower-middle
classes, did not occur full-blown, overnight. If the Right discovered
the people, it did so by fits and starts, and required a good deal of
mental labor. To arrive where it eventually did in 1980, it first had to
suffer electoral loss and reap electoral gain. It also needed luck, the
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complicity of Democrats, the accident of history, organizational re-
sources, and, more than anything else, the vagaries of the economy.
During the Reagan years, some parts of the Right reduced all of this
complexity to a mandate for their restorationist aims. They had dis-
covered the people, and the people who deserted them during the
New Deal had finally come to their senses, or so they thought. Em-
boldened by these false inferences, the Right sought to radically re-
construct moral, judicial, economic, and global life. The American
people rejected this effort. What the Right then discovered was not
the people but its own misreading of them. Its vision of the middle,
it turned out, was no more nuanced than the demonic vision of many
liberals. “The people,” Middle America, Silent Majority—these were
abstractions, good for polemic and exhortation, but each was too vac-
uous to grasp the rival, elusive, and lambent impulses that composed
1t.
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1 0 The Changing Shape of Power:
A Realignment in Public Policy

THOMAS BYRNE EDSALL

THE PAST twenty years in America have been marked
by two central political developments. The first is the continuing ero-
sion of the political representation of the economic interests of those
in the bottom half of the income distribution. The second is the grow-
ing dominance of the political process by a network of elites that in-
cludes fund-raisers, the leadership of interest groups, specialists in
the technology and manipulation of elections, and an army of Wash-
ington lobbyists and law firms—elites that augment and often over-
shadow political officeholders and the candidates for office them-
selves.

This shift in the balance of power has not been accompanied by
realignment of the electorate, although the shape and relative
strength of the Republican and Democratic parties have changed
dramatically.

Twice during the past twenty years, the Republican party has had
the opportunity to gain majority status: in the early 1970s, and again
after the 1980 election. The first opportunity emerged when the
fragile Democratic coalition was fractured by the independent presi-
dential bid of Alabama governor George C. Wallace in 1968. The
Democratic party then amplified its own vulnerability four years later
with the nomination of Sen. George S. McGovern, Democrat of South
Dakota, whose candidacy alienated a spectrum of traditional Demo-
crats from Detroit to Atlanta. This potential Republican opportunity
crumbled, however, when the web of scandals known as Watergate
produced across-the-board setbacks for the Gop in campaigns rang-
ing from city council contests to the presidency in the elections of
1974 and 1976.

The period from 1978 to 1981 offered even more fertile terrain
for the Republican party. Not only had Democratic loyalties dating
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back to the depression of the 1930s been further weakened during
the presidency of Jimmy Carter, with the emergence of simultaneous
inflation and high unemployment, but the candidacy of Ronald Rea-
gan provided the Republican party with its first substantial opportu-
nity to heal the fissures that had relegated the Gop to minority status
for two generations. In Reagan, the party long identified with the
rich found a leader equipped to bridge divisions between the country
club and the fundamentalist church, between the executives of the
Fortune 500 and the membership of the National Rifle Association.
Just as Watergate halted Republican momentum in the early 1970s,
however, the severe recession of 1981-82 put the brakes on what had
the earmarks of a potential Republican takeover, for the first time
since 1954, of both branches of Congress. In the first two years of the
Reagan administration, the Republican party captured the Senate by
a six-vote margin and, with a gain of thirty-two House seats, acquired
de facto control of the House in an alliance with southern Democratic
conservatives. The recession, however, resulted in the return of
twenty-six House seats to the Democrats in 1982, and with those seats
went the chance to establish Republican dominance of the federal
government.

As the two parties have gained and lost strength, the underlying
alteration of the balance of political power over the past decade has
continued in a shift of power among the rich, the poor, and the mid-
dle class; among blacks and whites; among regions in the country;
and among such major competitors for the federal dollar as the de-
fense and social services sectors.

The past twenty years have, in effect, produced a policy realign-
ment in the absence of a political realignment. The major benefici-
aries of this policy realignment are the affluent, while those in the
bottom half of the income distribution, particularly those whose lives
are the most economically marginal, have reaped the fewest rewards
or have experienced declines in their standard of living.

A major factor contributing to this development is the decline of
political parties: In the United States, as well as in most democratic
countries, parties perform the function of representing major inter-
ests and classes. As parties erode, the groups that suffer most are
those with the fewest resources to protect themselves. In other words,
the continued collapse of the broad representation role of political
parties in the United States has direct consequences for the distribu-
tion of income.!

As the role of parties in mobilizing voters has declined, much of
the control over both election strategy and issue selection—key func-
tions in defining the national agenda—has shifted to a small, often
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interlocking, network of campaign specialists, fund-raisers, and lob-
byists. While this element of politics is among the most difficult to
quantify, there are some rough measures. For example, there are ap-
proximately thirty Republican and Democratic consultants and poll-
sters, almost all based in Washington, who at this writing are the prin-
cipal strategists in almost every presidential and competitive Senate
race, in addition to playing significant roles in gubernatorial, House,
and local referenda contests.2

At another level, the years from 1974 to 1984 show a steady
growth in the financial dependence of House and Senate candidates
on political action committees (pacs), vehicles through which money
is transferred from organized interest groups to elected officehold-
ers. In that decade, the pac share of the total cost of House campaigns
went from 17 percent to 36 percent, while individual contributions
fell from 73 percent to 47 percent, with the remainder coming from
parties, loans, and other sources. For House Democratic incumbents,
1984 marked the first year in which pacs were the single most impor-
tant source of cash; they provided 47 percent of the total, compared
with 45 percent from individuals.?

This shift has, in turn, magnified the influence of a group of lob-
byists who organize Washington fund-raisers for House and Senate
incumbents, among whom are Thomas Hale Boggs, Jr., whose clients
include the Trial Lawyers Association, the Chicago Board of Options
Exchange, and Chrysler; Edward H. Forgotson, whose clients include
Enserch Corp., the Hospital Corp. of America, and the Texas Oil and
Gas Corp.; Robert J. Keefe, whose clients include Westinghouse and
the American Medical Association; and J. D. Williams, whose clients
include General Electric Co. and the National Realty Committee. The
Washington consulting-lobbying firm of Black, Manafort, Stone,
Kelly and Atwater provides perhaps the best example of the range of
political and special interests one firm can represent. In 1987, one
partner, Charles Black, managed the presidential bid of Rep. Jack
Kemp (R—N.Y.); another, Lee Atwater, managed the campaign of
Vice-President George Bush; and a third, Peter Kelly, was a principal
fund-raiser for the campaign of Sen. Albert Gore (D—Tenn.). At the
same time, the firm’s clients have included the Dominican Republic,
the anti-Communist insurgency in Angola run by Jonas Savimbi, Sal-
omon Brothers, the government of Barbados, the Natural Gas Sup-
ply Association, and, briefly, the Marcos government in the Philip-
pines. In addition, the firm has served as principal political consultant
to the Senate campaigns of Phil Gramm (R—Tex.), Jesse Helms (R—
N.C.), and Paula Hawkins (formerly R—Fla.).

A few general indicators of the scope of lobbying and political
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party bureaucracies point to the sizable influence small elites can ex-
ercise over public policy. In 1986, there were almost 10,000 people
employed as registered Washington lobbyists, with 3,500 of these
serving as officers of 1,800 trade and professional organizations, in-
cluding labor unions; another 1,300 were employed by individual
corporations, and approximately 1,000 represented organizations
ranging from the National Right to Life Association to the Sierra
Club. The six major political party committees headquartered in
Washington now employ roughly 1,200 people. The creation and ex-
pansion of such ideological think tanks as the Heritage Foundation,
the Center for National Policy, the Urban Institute, the American En-
terprise Institute, the Cato Institute, and the Hoover Institution have
established whole networks of influential public policy entrepreneurs
specializing in media relations and in targeted position papers.
Within a general framework of increasingly monopolized American
mass media—both print and electronic—the growth of the Gannett
and Los Angeles Times-Mirror chains are examples of an ever
greater concentration of power within the media, just as the acquisi-
tion of NBc by General Electric has functioned to submerge a major
network within the larger goals of the nation’s sixth biggest corpora-
tion. Staffers acquiring expertise and influence on Capitol Hill, in the
executive branch, and throughout the regulatory apparatus routinely
travel to the private sector—and sometimes back again—through the
so-called revolving door. In effect, an entire class of public and pri-
vate specialists in the determination of government policy and politi-
cal strategy has been created—a process replicated in miniature at the
state level.

The rise to authority of elites independent of the electorate at
large, empowered to make decisions without taking into direct ac-
count the economic interests of voters, is part of a much larger shift
in the balance of power involving changed voting patterns, the de-
cline of organized labor, a restructuring of the employment market-
place, and a transformed system of political competition. This power
shift, in turn, has produced a policy realignment most apparent in
the alteration of both the pre-tax distribution of income and the after-
tax distribution of income. In both cases, the distribution has become
increasingly regressive. The alteration of the pretax distribution of
income is the subject of a broad debate in which there are those, par-
ticularly critics on the left, who argue that growing regressivity
emerges from government policies encouraging weakened union
representation and a proliferation of low-wage service industry jobs.
On the other side, more conservative analysts contend that changes



THE CHANGING SHAPE OF POWER 273

TABLE 10.1
SHARES OF PRE-TAX HOUSEHOLD INCOME, BY INCOME DISTRIBUTION

Year
1980 1985
Income Group (%) (%)
Quintilex
Bottom 4.1 3.9
Second 10.2 9.7
Third 16.8 16.3
Fourth 24.8 24.4
Top 44.2 45.7
Top 5% 16.5 17.6

Sources: Bureau of the Census, Estimating After-Tax Money Income Distribution, Series P-
23, no. 126, issued August 1983; and ibid., Household After-Tax Income: 1985, Series P-
23, no. 151, issued June 1987.

2 A quintile is a block of 20% of the population.

in the pre-tax distribution result from natural alterations of the mar-
ketplace and the workplace, as the United States adjusts to a chang-
ing economic and demographic environment.* The figures in table
10.1, derived from Census Bureau data, indicate changes in the dis-
tribution of pretax household income from 1980 through 1985, the
most recent year for which data from the census is available.

The data clearly show a growing disparity in the distribution of
income. Of the five quintiles, all but those in the top 20 percent have
seen their share of household income decline. In addition, most of
the gains of the top 20 percent have, in fact, been concentrated in the
top 5 percent of the income distribution. The gain of 1.1 percent for
the top 5 percent translates into a total of $38.8 billion (in 1987 dol-
lars) more for this segment of the population than if the income dis-
tribution had remained constant after 1980.5 These regressive trends
were, moreover, intensified by the tax policies enacted between 1980
and 1985, as demonstrated in table 10.2, based on Census Bureau
data.

What had been a $38.8 billion improvement in the status of the
top 5 percent in pre-tax income over these six years becomes a $49.5
billion gain in after-tax income, while the bottom 80 percent of the
population saw larger losses in its share of after-tax income between
1980 and 1985 than it had seen in the case of pre-tax income. These
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TABLE 10.2
SHARES OF AFTER-TAX HousgHOLD INCOME, BY INCOME DISTRIBUTION

Year
1980 1985
Income Group (%) (%)
Quintile*
Bottom 4.9 4.6
Second 11.6 11.0
Third 17.9 17.2
Fourth 25.1 24.7
Top 40.6 42.6
Top 5% 14.1 15.5

Sources: Bureau of the Census, Estimating After-Tax Money Income Distribution, Series P-
23, no. 126, issued August 1983; and ibid., Housekold After-Tax Income: 1985, Series P-
23, no. 151, issued June 1987.

2 A quintile is a block of 20% of the population.

findings are even more sharply delineated in a November 1987 study
by the Congressional Budget Office showing that from 1977 to 1988,
70 percent of the population experienced very modest increases in
after-tax income or, for those in the bottom 40 percent, net drops,
when changes over that period in the federal income tax, the Social
Security tax, corporate tax, and excise taxes are taken into account.
In contrast, those in the seventy-first to ninetieth percentiles experi-
enced a modest improvement, and those in the top 10 percent signif-
icantly improved their standard of living. For those at the very top,
the gains have been enormous. Table 10.3, developed from Congres-
sional Budget Office data, shows that distribution.

What these tables point to is a major redistribution of economic
power in the private marketplace and of political power in the public
sector, which, in turn, has been reflected in very concrete terms in
family income patterns. One of the major characteristics, then, of the
post—New Deal period in American politics has been a reversal of the
progressive redistribution of income that underlay the policies of the
administrations of Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman.

In the competition between the defense and social welfare sectors,
the outcome of a parallel, although more recent, shift in the balance
of power can be seen in the years from 1980 through 1987. During
this period, the share of the federal budget going to national defense
grew from 22.7 percent in 1980 to 28.4 percent in 1987. At the same
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TABLE 10.3
CHANGES IN ESTIMATED AVERAGE AFTER-Tax FAMILY INCOME,
BY INCOME DISTRIBUTION
(IN 1987 DOLLARS)

1977 Average 1988 Average Percentage

Income Income Change Dollar Change
Income Group [£)] $) (+ or—) (+or—)
Decile*
First (poor) 3,528 3,157 -105 —-371
Second 7,084 6,990 -13 -94
Third 10,740 10,614 -1.2 - 126
Fourth 14,323 14,266 -04 -57
Fifth 18,043 18,076 +0.2 +33
Sixth 22,009 22,259 +1.1 +250
Seventh 26,240 27,038 +3.0 +798
Eighth 31,568 33,282 +5.4 +1,718
Ninth 39,236 42,323 +7.9 +3,087
Tenth (rich) 70,459 89,783 +27.4 +19,324
Top 5% 90,756 124,651 +37.3 +33,895
Top 1% 174,498 308,900 +74.2 +129,402
All groups 22,184 26,494 +9.6 +2,310

Source: Congressional Budget Offices, The Changing Distribution of Federal Taxes: 1975—
1990, October 1987.

* A decile is a block of 10% of the population.

time, the share of federal dollars collectively going to education,
training, employment, social services, health, income security, and
housing dropped from 25.5 percent in 1980 to 18.3 percent in 1987.

In many respects, these policy changes reflect the rising strength
of the Republican party. In terms of tax policy and the balance of
spending between defense and social programs, the Republican party
under Ronald Reagan has been the driving force pushing the country
to the right. During the past ten years, the Republican party has
made substantial gains in the competition for the allegiance of voters,
gaining near parity by 1987, reducing what had been a 20- to 25-
point Democratic advantage in terms of self-identification to a six- or
seven-point edge.’

The income distribution trends and the shifts in budget priorities
began, however, before the Republican party took over the presi-
dency and the U.S. Senate in 1980. The emergence of a vital, com-
petitive Republican party is less a cause of the changed balance of
power in the country than a reflection of the underlying forces at
work in the post—New Deal phase of American politics.
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Together, these forces—which include the deterioration of orga-
nized labor, the continued presence of divisive racial conflict, the shift
from manufacturing to service industries, the slowing rates of eco-
nomic growth, the threat of international competition to domestic
production, the replacement of political organization with political
technology, and the growing class-skew of voter turnout—have se-
verely undermined the capacity of those in the bottom half of the
income distribution to form an effective political coalition.

In tracing the erosion of the left wing of the Democratic party in
the United States, it is difficult to overestimate the importance of the
collapse of the labor movement. In 1970, the continuing growth in
the number of labor union members came to a halt. Unions repre-
sented 20.7 million workers that year, or 27.9 percent of the non-
agricultural work force. Through 1980, the number of workers rep-
resented by unions remained roughly the same, dropping slightly to
20.1 million employees by 1980. At the same time, however, the total
work force had grown, so that the percentage of workers who were
represented by unions fell to 23 percent in 1980. With the election of
Ronald Reagan, however, the decline of organized labor began to ac-
celerate sharply, a process encouraged by Reagan’s firing of 11,500
striking paTcCO air traffic controllers, and by the appointment of pro-
management officials to the National Labor Relations Board and to
the Department of Labor. From 1980 to 1986, not only did the share
of the work force represented by unions drop from 23 percent to
17.5 percent, but the number of workers in unions began td fall pre-
cipitously for the first time in fifty years, dropping by 3.1 million men
and women, from 20.1 million to 17 million, in 1986. During the first
half of the 1980s, almost all the decline in union membership was
among whites employed in private industry.®

The decline of organized labor dovetailed with a continuing shift
from traditional manufacturing, mining, and construction employ-
ment to work in the technology and service industries. From 1970 to
1986, the number of jobs in goods-producing industries, which lend
themselves to unionization, grew only from 23.8 million to 24.9 mil-
lion, while employment in the service industries, which are much
more resistant to labor organizing, shot up from 47.3 million to 75.2
million.?

The difficulties of organized labor were compounded by the un-
expected decision on the part of many of the major corporations in
the early 1970s to abandon what had been a form of tacit détente
between labor and management, in which Fortune 500 companies
kept labor peace through agreements amounting to a form of profit
sharing by means of automatic cost-of-living pay hikes. Faced with



THE CHANGING SHAPE OF POWER 277

growing competition from foreign producers—in 1968, car imports
exceeded exports for the first time in the nation’s history, an unmis-
takable signal that domestic producers of all goods faced serious for-
eign competition—major American companies dropped the funda-
mentally cordial relations that had characterized the largest part of
postwar union negotiations. Catching the leaders of organized labor
entirely unprepared, these corporations adopted a tough, adversarial
approach regarding both pay and fringe benefits, willing to break
union shops and to relocate facilities either abroad or in nonunion
communities in the South and Southwest.!?

The decline of organized labor was particularly damaging to the
Democratic party because unions represent one of the few remaining
institutional links between working-class voters and the Democratic
party. The decline of political parties has resulted in the end of the
clubhouse tie between the party of Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the
blue-collar voters of row- and tract-house neighborhoods throughout
the Northeast and Midwest. In addition, it is among these white,
blue-collar workers that the racial conflicts within the Democratic
party have been the most divisive. Interviews!! with whites in Dear-
born, Michigan, the west-side suburbs of Birmingham, Chicago, At-
lanta, and New Orleans—all communities that have suffered major
industrial layoffs and that are either part of or adjoin cities now run
by Democratic black mayors—reveal voters who are disenchanted
with the unions that failed to protect their jobs, and with a local Dem-
ocratic party no longer controlled by whites. Race, which previously
severed the tie between the white South and the Democratic party,
has, in cities with black mayors, served to produce white Republican
voting, not only for president but for local offices that once were un-
challenged Democratic bastions.'?

These developments, in the 1970s, contributed significantly to the
creation of a vacuum of power within the Democratic party, allowing
the party to be taken over, in part, by its most articulate and proce-
durally sophisticated wing: affluent, liberal reformers. This faction
capitalized first on the public outcry against police violence at the
Chicago presidential convention in 1968, and then on the Watergate
scandals in the mid-1970s, to force priority consideration of a series
of reforms involving campaign finance, the presidential nominating
process, the congressional seniority system, the congressional code of
ethics—and an expansion of the federal role in regulating the envi-
ronment, through creation of the Environmental Protection Agency
and new water- and air-pollution standards. The strength of this
wing of the Democratic party subsided during the 1980s, although its
leverage within the party has been institutionalized through the cre-
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ation of a host of primaries and caucuses in the presidential selection
process, giving disproportionate influence to middle- and upper-mid-
dle-class voters and interests in a party that claims to represent the
nation’s working and lower-middle classes. The turnout in primaries
and in caucuses is skewed in favor of the affluent and upper-middle
class.!® In addition, these delegate selection processes have been con-
tributing factors in the acceleration of the decline of political organi-
zations in working-class communities.

The Democratic agenda set in the 1970s by the reform wing of
the party was, however, more important for what it omitted and ne-
glected than for what was included. The ascendancy of the reformers
took place just when the fissures within the Democratic party had be-
come most apparent. In 1968, 9.9 million mostly Democratic voters
turned to George C. Wallace, the segregationist-populist governor of
Alabama, and they strayed off the Democratic reservation in 1972
when Nixon beat McGovern by a margin of 47.2 million votes to 29.2
million. The cultural and ideological gulf that had steadily widened
between these voters and the wings of the Democratic party support-
ing the antiwar movement, gay rights, women’s rights, and civil rights
had reached such proportions in the early and mid 1970s that rap-
prochement between warring factions was difficult, if not impossible.

The rise to prominence within the Democratic party of a well-to-
do liberal-reform wing worked in other ways to compound the divi-
sions in the party. Relatively comfortable in their own lives, reformers
failed to recognize the growing pressure of marginal tax rates on
working- and lower-middle-class voters. The progressive rate system
of the federal income tax remained effectively unchanged from the
early 1950s through the 1970s, so that the series of sharply rising
marginal tax rates that had originally been designed to affect only the
upper-middle class and rich, began to directly impinge on regular
Democratic voters whose wages had been forced up by inflation.!* By.
neglecting to adjust the marginal rate system to account for inflation,
in combination with repeated raising of the highly regressive Social
Security tax, Democrats effectively encouraged the tax revolt of the
1970s which, in turn, provided a critically important source of sup-
port to the conservative movement and to the rise of the Republican
party.

The pressures of the tax system on traditional Democratic voting
blocks were aggravated by the sudden halt in 1973 of what had been
steadily rising median family incomes since the end of World War I1.
Family income in 1981 dollars rose from $12,341 in 1947, to $17,259
in 1960, to $23,111 in 1970, and it topped out at $24,663 in 1973—a
level that was not exceeded at least through 1986.!5 Of all the blows
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to the Democratic coalition in the 1960s and 1970s, the stagnation of
family income had the potential to inflict the most severe long-range
damage. It undermined the party’s basic claim that the system of gov-
ernment established in the years following the New Deal promised
continued growth and the prospect for a better life for each new gen-
eration.

On the Republican side, the same developments that debilitated
the Democratic coalition served to strengthen ascendant constitu-
encies of the Right. For a brief period in the late 1970s and early
1980s, the constituencies and interests underpinning the Republican
party had the potential to establish a new conservative majority in the
electorate. The tax revolt, the rise of the religious right, the mobili-
zation of much of the business community in support of the Repub-
lican party, renewed public support for defense spending, the politi-
cal-financial mobilization of the affluent, and the development of a
conservative economic theory promising growth through lower
taxes—all combined to empower the political right to a degree un-
precedented since the 1920s.

Proposed tax cuts provided an essential common ground for the
right-of-center coalition that provided the core of the Reagan revo-
lution. The combination of corporate tax reductions and individual
tax cuts embodied in the 1981 tax bill served to unify a divided busi-
ness community by providing a shared legislative goal, to strengthen
the commitment of the affluent to the Republican party, and to at-
tract white working- and lower-middle-class former Democrats who
had seen their paychecks eaten away by inflation-driven higher mar-
ginal rates. The tax cut theme was adopted as a central element of
the speeches of such religious-right figures as the Rev. Jerry Falwell
of the Moral Majority, Ed McAteer of the Religious Roundtable, and
the Rev. Marion G. (Pat) Robertson of the Christian Broadcast Net-
work.

The sustained attacks by Democratic reformers on traditional po-
litical organizations, and their demands for changes in the financing
of campaigns, meshed perfectly with the techniques developed by the
Right in the acquisition of power. The deterioration of old-guard or-
ganizations, which were effectively taken out of the presidential nom-
ination process by the reforms of the early 1970s, accelerated the
shift toward a political system dominated by technology—a highly so-
phisticated mix of detailed polling, focus groups, targeted direct
mail, and television and radio commercials precisely tailored in re-
sponse to the flood of information concerning public attitudes.

The shift to expensive technology, in turn, elevated fund-raising
from a critically important factor in campaigns, to the dominant fac-
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TABLE 10.4
AMOUNT ofF MONEY RaISED BY THE THREE MAJOR COMMITTEES
OF THE REPUBLICAN AND DEMOCRATIC PARTIES
(IN MiLLIONS OF DOLLARS)

Election Cycle

1985-86  1983-84 198182  1979-80  1977-78

Democrats raised 61.8 98.5 39.3 372 26.4
Republicans raised 252.4 297.9 215.0 169.5 84.5

Source: Federal Election Commission report issued May 31, 1987.

tor. The sharp escalation of the importance of money gave the Re-
publican party a decided advantage over the Democratic party. Cam-
paign contributors are overwhelmingly concentrated among the
upper-middle class and the rich, just the groups among whom Re-
publican allegiance is strongest.’® The key institutions in the devel-
opment of campaign technology, and in transferring such technology
to candidates, are the six national party committees—the Democratic
and Republican National, Senatorial, and Congressional campaign
committees. It is at this level that the disparity between the parties
has been most apparent. As shown in table 10.4, in the decade be-
tween the 1977-78 and 1985-86 election cycles, the Republican party
maintained a decisive edge over the Democratic party.

The Republican party fund-raising advantage was, in many ways,
encouraged by the campaign finance reforms enacted by a Demo-
cratic Congress in 1974. These reforms placed a $1,000 limit on in-
dividual contributions to any candidate for federal office, while allow-
ing contributions of up to $20,000 to political party committees. For
the Democratic party, which had depended on large contributions in
excess of the new legal limits,'” the 1974 law became a tourniquet,
stemming the flow of vital cash resources. For the Republican party,
in contrast, the campaign reforms of the mid-1970s served as an in-
vitation to capitalize on the new technology of direct mail, in order to
convert the pro-Republican tilt of the affluent into a full-fledged
commitment of money from literally millions of donors. By 1984, the
Republican National Committee had built a donor base of 1.6 million
people, a number almost matched by the National Republican
Congressional Committee.’® In effect, the combination of the rise of
regulated money in campaigns and the decline in the role of tradi-
tional neighborhood-based clubs and organizations was functioning
to reduce the participation of working- and lower-middle-class voters
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in the political process, while encouraging the direct-mail mobiliza-
tion of the affluent.

This growing political tilt in favor of the affluent is further re-
flected in voting turnout patterns over the past twenty years. During
this period, the class-skewing of voting in favor of the affluent has
grown significantly. In the presidential election year of 1964, the self-
reported turnout among members of professions associated with the
middle and upper classes was 83.2 percent, compared with 66.1 per-
cent among those employed in manual jobs, including skilled crafts,
a difference of 17.1 points; by 1980, the spread between the two had
grown to 25 points, 73 percent to 48 percent. In the off-year election
of 1966, the percentage-point spread in terms of voter turnout be-
tween middle-to-upper-class job holders and those employed in man-
ual jobs was 18.1 percent; by 1978, this had grown to a 23.8-percent
spread.!® While overall turnout has been declining, the drop has been
most severe among those in the bottom third of the income distribu-
tion.

For the Republican party, these turnout trends were a political
bonanza, accentuated by trends in the correlation between income
and both voting and partisan commitment. Through the 1950s,
1960s, and into the early 1970s, the sharp class divisions that charac-
terized the depression-era New Deal coalition structure gave way to
diffuse voting patterns with relatively little correlation between in-
come and allegiance to the Democratic or Republican party. By 1980
and 1982, with the election of Reagan and then the enactment of the
budget and tax bills of 1981, the correlation between income and vot-
ing began to reemerge with a vengeance. By 1982, the single most
important determinant of probable voting, aside from membership
in either the Republican or Democratic party, became income, with
the Democratic margin steadily declining as one moved up the lad-
der.2° The changes in partisan allegiance are shown in table 10.5. The
numbers in the table are the percentage-point Democratic advantage
in the income group (+) or the Democratic disadvantage (—). Thus,
for example, the very poor were 18 points more Democratic than Re-
publican in 1956, and 36 points more Democratic than Republican in
1984.

In other words, the Reagan years polarized the electorate along
sharp income lines. While income made almost no difference in the
partisan loyalties of 90 percent of the population in 1956, by 1984
income became one of the sharpest dividing lines between Democrats
and Republicans. In 1956, the very poor were only 5 percentage
points more likely to be Democratic than the upper-middle class, and
40 points more likely than the affluent top 10 percent of the income
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TABLE 10.5
DEMOCRATIC PARTY ALLEGIANCE, BY INCOME, 1956 AND 1984

Percentage-Point Advantage (+) or Disadvantage (—)

Income Group 1956 1984
Very poor
(bottom 10%) +18 +36

Working and lower-
middle class

(11-30%) +22 +29
Middle class

(31-60%) +17 +6
Upper-middle class

(61-90%) +13 0
Affluent

(91-100%) -22 -33

Source: Martin B. Wattenberg, “The Hollow Realignment: Partisan Change in a Can-
didate-Centered Era” (Paper delivered at the 1985 annual meeting of the American
Political Science Association, based on data from the National Election Studies).

distribution. By 1984, however, the spread between the poor and the
upper-middle class reached 36 points, and between the poor and af-
fluent, 69 points. These income correlations with partisan allegiance
were replicated, in part, by actual voting patterns, as shown in table
10.6.

These figures accurately describe an electorate polarized by in-
come, but what they mask are the effects of black and white voter
participation on the figures. The civil rights movement, and civil
rights legislation enacted in the 1960s, enfranchised millions of blacks
who, in 1956, were barred from voting. During the twenty-eight
years from 1956 to 1984, roughly 4.2 million blacks entered the elec-
torate.?! During the same period, blacks’ allegiance to the Democratic
party, which in 1956 held their loyalty by a 34-percentage-point edge,
increased to provide an overwhelming 72-percentage-point Demo-
cratic edge in 1984.2 This infusion of black Democratic support
sharply increased the low-income tilt of the party: in 1984, the me-
dian family income for whites was $28,674, while for blacks it was
$15,982.%

The Reagan revolution was, at its core, a revolution led by the
affluent. The class polarization of voters reflected in tables 10.5 and
10.6 cut across the country, but nowhere were the trends stronger
than in the South, where a realignment in miniature took place
among the white elite. In the 1950s, Democratic allegiance in the
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TABLE 10.6
REPUBLICAN PERCENTAGE OF PRESIDENTIAL VOTE, BY INCOME, 1956 anp 1984

Eisenhower, Reagan,
1956 1984

Income Group (%) (%)
Very poor

(bottom 10%) 59 36
Working and lower-

middle class

(11-30%) 56 43
Middle class

(31-60%) 58 57
Upper-middle class

(61-90%) 57 64
Affluent

(91-100%) 75 75

Source: Martin P. Wattenberg, “The Hollow Realignment: Partisan Change in a Can-
didate-Centered Era” (Paper delivered at the 1985 annual meeting of the American
Political Science Association, based on data from the National Election Studies).

South was strongest among the most well-to-do whites, for whom the
Democratic party was the vehicle for maintaining the pre—ivil rights
social structure of the Confederate states. These voters gave the
Democratic party their support by a 5 to 1 margin, higher than that
of any other income group in the South. By the 1980s, in the after-
math of a civil rights movement supported by the Democratic party,
these same voters had become the most Republican in the South.
“The class cleavage had reversed itself,” John R. Petrocik, of UCLA,
noted.?* Whites, particularly white men, have become increasingly
Republican as blacks have become the most consistent source of Dem-
ocratic votes. In the five presidential elections from 1968 to 1984,
only one Democrat, Jimmy Carter, received more than 40 percent of
the white vote, and by 1984, white, male Protestants voted for Reagan
over Mondale by a margin of 74 to 26.2°
. The Reagan revolution would, however, have been a political fail-
ure if it had not gained extensive support from voters outside the
upper-middle class. In addition to the deep inroads made in previ-
ously Democratic working-class communities in northern urban
areas, perhaps the single most important source of new support for
the Republican party has been the religious Right.

In a far shorter period, voters identifying themselves as born-
again Christians radically shifted their voting in presidential elec-
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tions. Between 1976 and 1984, these voters went from casting a 56-
to-44 margin for the Democratic candidate, Jimmy Carter, to one of
the highest levels of support of any group for the reelection of Pres-
ident Reagan in 1984: 81 to 19, according to New York Times/CBS exit
polls. This shift represents, in effect, a gain of eight million voters for
the Gor.

As a political resource, support among born-again Christians rep-
resents not only a loyal core of voters, but a growing core. In contrast
with such mainline churches as the United Methodist Church, the
United Church of Christ, and the United Presbyterians, which expe-
rienced membership losses from 1970 to 1980, the fundamentalist,
evangelical, and charismatic churches have seen their congregations
grow at an explosive rate: the Southern Baptist Convention by 16
percent, the Assemblies of God by 70 percent, and Seventh Day Ad-
ventists by 36 percent.26

The Republican party has, in turn, been the major beneficiary of
an internal power struggle taking place within the Southern Baptist
Convention, now the largest Protestant denomination. During a ten-
year fight, the denomination has been taken over by its conservative
wing, believers in the “absolute inerrancy” of the Bible. This wing of
the denomination, in turn, has been a leading force within the
broader religious Right, as such pastors as Adrian Rogers, James T.
Draper, Jr., and Charles F. Stanley—all outspoken conservatives—
have won the denomination’s presidency. The move to the right has
been reflected in the ranks of the denomination, producing what
amounts to a realignment of the ministry of the Southern Baptist
Convention. James L. Guth, of Furman University, found that in just
three years, surveys of Southern Baptist ministers showed a remark-
able shift from a strong majority in 1981 favoring the Democratic
party, 41 to 29, to nearly 70 percent in 1984 favoring the cop, 66 to
26.77

The growth of Republican strength is not, however, confined to
evangelical and charismatic Christians, and the party appears to be
developing a much broader religious base as part of its core constit-
uency. In one of the most interesting recent analyses?® of voting
trends, Frederick T. Steeper, of Market Opinion Research, and John
Petrocik, of UCLA, have found that since 1976, one of the sharpest
partisan cleavages emerging among white voters in the electorate is
between those who attend church regularly and those who never go
to church.?® This represents a major change from past findings. In
the period from 1952 to 1960, there was no statistical difference be-
tween the Democratic and Republican loyalties of white churchgoers
and nonchurchgoers. By the elections of 1972 and 1976, a modest
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difference began to appear, with nonchurchgoers 7 percentage
points more likely to be Democrats than regular churchgoers. By
1986, however, the spread had grown to a striking 35-point differ-
ence, with regular churchgoers identifying themselves as Republicans
by a 22-point margin, and with nonchurchgoers identifying them-
selves as Democrats by a 13-point edge. The partisan spread between
churchgoers and nonchurchgoers was most extreme among white
Northern Protestants (51 points) and Catholics (52 points). These
findings dovetail with studies showing that the memberships of such
Establishment, nonevangelical denominations as the Methodists,
Episcopalians, Lutherans, and Presbyterians were significantly more
supportive of the election of Ronald Reagan than the electorate at
large.®®

The changing shape of the electorate has provided the Republi-
can party with a base of support that has not proved adequate to pro-
duce a realignment. It has, however, proven sufficient to establish the
cop as the favored party in presidential elections, and as a full-
fledged competitor in any Senate or gubernatorial contest in the na-
tion, despite the erosion of some support. Since the election of 1980,
many of the constituencies that provided vitality and strength to the
Republican party have floundered or split. The right-wing pacs—the
National Conservative Political Action Committee, the Free-Congress
PAC, the Conservative Victory Fund, the Christian Voice Moral Gov-
ernment Fund—had all fallen on hard times by the end of 1987, and
were no longer significant participants in the political process. In ad-
dition, after the 1986 election, when the cop lost the Senate, the flow
of cash to the major Republican committees began to slow signifi-
cantly, lessening the financial advantage of the cop over the Demo-
cratic party.®! The business community, which had been unified be-
hind the 1981 budget and tax bills, splintered into warring factions
over the 1986 Tax Reform Act, over monetary policy in the wake of
the October 1987 stock market debacle, and over the continuing de-
bate concerning protectionist trade legislation.?? Perhaps most impor-
tant, after successfully polarizing the two parties along issues of tax-
ation, defense, and domestic spending, the Reagan administration
failed to expand its agenda in the mid-1980s to produce the kind of
issues that divide the electorate, and separate the parties one from
the other in ways essential to genuine realignment.*® This failure to
maintain a polarizing agenda was in sharp contrast with the Conser-
vative party in England, where Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher
vowed, “Our third election victory was only a staging post on a much
longer journey. . .. Whose blood would run faster at the prospect of
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five years of consolidation?” as she outlined initiatives on education,
property taxation, and home ownership designed to strengthen the
grip of the Conservative party on Britain immediately upon winning
a third term.®* Furthermore, the coalition of the Right in the United
States faces the prospect of divisive struggles on foreign policy, par-
ticularly conflicts over arms control policies that pit Republican cen-
trists against the deeply anti-Communist conservative wing of the
party; and it faces as well continuing conflicts over party policy on
“social issues,” between Gop party regulars and the growing political
army of fundamentalist Christians—in addition to conflicts between
these two factions over the control of local party structures. Perhaps
most important, however, is the inherent difficulty for a party that
receives its strongest levels of support from the affiuent in directing
effective economic appeals to the lower-middle class and the working
class.

Despite conflicts and a certain loss of ideological and program-
matic vitality, the development of a Republican party whose core sup-
porters are concentrated among the affluent and among the religious
gives the party a continuing advantage in low-turnout elections in
which money plays a central role. Not only do the affluent vote in the
highest percentages, and provide the best target for fund-raising so-
licitations; in a political universe where the strength of such Demo-
cratic institutions as the union hall and the political clubhouse are
steadily declining, the neighborhood church provides one of the few
remaining means—outside of television—of contacting and mobiliz-
ing voters.

Cumulatively, developments over the past twenty years—the de-
terioration of the labor movement; economically polarized partisan-
ship; the skewing of turnout patterns by income; stagnation of the
median family income; the rising importance of political money; the
emergence of a Republican core composed of the well-to-do and the
religious; the globalization of the economy; and competition from
foreign producers—have combined to disperse constituencies and
groups seeking to push the country to the left, and to consolidate
those on the right. The consequences of that shift are most readily
seen in the figures in table 10.3, which show that 80 percent of the
population has experienced a net loss in after-tax income between
1977 and 1988, while the top 5 percent has seen average family in-
come grow by $26,134, and the top 1 percent, by $117,222.

In the long run the prospects are for the maintenance of a strong,
conservative Republican party, continuing to set the national agenda
on basic distributional issues, no matter which party holds the White
House. Barring a major economic catastrophe, or a large-scale inter-
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national conflict, the basic shift from manufacturing to service indus-
try jobs is likely to continue to undermine the political left in this
country, not only for the reasons outlined earlier in this essay, but
also by weakening economically—and therefore politically—those in
the bottom 40 percent of the income distribution.

In the thirty-year period spanning 1949 to 1979, the number of
manufacturing jobs grew by an average of three million a decade,
from 17.6 million in 1949, to 20.4 million in 1959, to 24.4 million in
1969, and finally to a high of 26.5 million in 1979. This growth in no
way kept pace with the increase in service industry jobs, which shot
up from 26.2 million in 1949 to 63.4 million in 1979,%® but the con-
tinuing, if modest, manufacturing expansion provided a partial cush-
ion in an economy going through a major restructuring—a restruc-
turing involving the loss of 950,000 jobs in steel and other metals
industries, automobiles, food production, and textiles from 1972 to
1986.%¢ From 1979 to 1986, however, the absolute number of manu-
facturing jobs began to decline, dropping from 26.5 million to 24.9
million, a loss of 1.6 million jobs.%’

These employment shifts have been particularly damaging to
blacks and Hispanics. From 1970 to 1984, in major northern cities,
there has been a massive decline in the number of jobs requiring rel-
atively little education—the kind of jobs that provide entry into the
employment marketplace for the poor—and a sharp increase in the
number of jobs requiring at least some higher education. “Demo-
graphic and employment trends have produced a serious mismatch
between the skills of inner-city blacks and the opportunities available
to them . . . substantial job losses have occurred in the very industries
in which urban minorities have the greatest access, and substantial
employment gains have occurred in the higher-education-requisite
industries that are beyond the reach of most minority workers,” ac-
cording to William Julius Wilson, of the University of Chicago® (see
table 10.7).

While blacks and Hispanics will, at least for the time being, dis-
proportionately bear the burden of this shift in job requirements, the
altered structure of the marketplace will work to the disadvantage of
the poorly educated of all races. In 1985, there were 30.6 million
whites over the age of twenty-five without a high school education—
five times the number of blacks without high school degrees (5.9 mil-
lion) and seven times the number of poorly educated Hispanics (4.4
million).3® These job market trends will intensify throughout the rest
of this century. According to estimates by the Department of Labor,*
21.4 million jobs will be created between 1986 and the year 2000, all
of which will be in service industries or government, as losses in tra-
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TABLE 10.7
CHANGES IN THE COMBINED NUMBER OF joBs, BY EMPLOYEE EDUCATION LEVEL,
IN NEw YORK, PHILADELPHIA, BOSTON, BALTIMORE, ST. LOUIS, ATLANTA,
HousToN, DENVER, AND SAN Francisco, 1970 anp 1984

Number of Jobs
Mean level of employee education 1970 1984 Change, 1970-84
Less than high school 3,068,000 2,385,000 — 683,000
Some higher education 2,023,000 2,745,000 +722,000

Source: Computed from William Julius Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City,
the Underclass, and Public Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), table 2.6,
p- 40. The table, in turn, is taken from john D. Kasarda, “The Regional and Urban
Redistribution of People and Jobs in the U.S.” (Paper presented to the National Re-
search Council Committee on National Urban Policy, National Academy of Sciences,
1986).

ditional goods manufacturing industries are unlikely to be fully offset
by gains in the technology manufacturing sector. In terms of educa-
tional requirements, there will be a significant increase in the propor-
tion of jobs requiring at least one year of college education, no
change in the proportion of jobs requiring a high school degree, and
a sharp decline in the percentage of jobs requiring no high school
education.?!

In effect, trends in the job market through the next ten years will
in all likelihood exacerbate the regressive distribution of income that
has taken place over the past decade. Under American democracy,
those who are unemployed or marginally employed are weakest po-
litically. The decline of traditional political organizations and unions
has made significantly more difficult the political mobilization of the
working poor, the working class, and the legions of white-collar work-
ers making from $10,000 to $25,000 a year—a universe roughly con-
taining 24.6 million white households, 3.4 million black households,
and 2 million Hispanic households.*? Within this group, providing a
political voice becomes even more difficult for those workers with
poor educations who have been dispersed from manufacturing em-
ployment into cycles of marginal work.*®> While most of those who
have lost manufacturing jobs have found full-time employment, such
workers have, in the main, seen wages fall and fringe benefits, often
including medical coverage, decline or disappear, leaving them even
further outside of the American mainstream and even less well
equipped to ensure adequate educational levels for their children.
When combined with the declining voter turnout rates associated
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with falling income, these workers have fallen into what amounts to
a new political underclass.

The major forces at work in the last two decades of the post-New
Deal period are, then, cumulatively functioning to weaken the influ-
ence and power of those in the bottom half of the income distribu-
tion, while strengthening the authority of those in the upper half,
and particularly the authority of those at elite levels. Trends in polit-
ical competition and pressures in the private marketplace have com-
bined to create a whipsaw action, reversing New Deal policies that
empowered the labor movement and reduced disparities between
rich and poor. Recent forces, both in the marketplace and in the po-
litical arena, have not produced a realignment of the electorate, but,
in terms of outcomes, there has been a realignment in public policy—
with few forces, short of a downturn in the business cycle, working
against the continuing development of a political and economic sys-
tem in which the dominant pressures will be toward increased regres-
sivity in the distribution of money and in the ability to influence the
outcome of political decisions.
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EPILOGUE

I THE lexicon of American politics, “liberal” now bears
the opprobrium once reserved for “communist.” Try as he might, Mi-
chael Dukakis could not escape its odious stigma. George Bush, in an
election at one time predicted to be a cliffhanger, ended up stamped-
ing to a victory that, rhetorically at least, represented a national re-
pudiation of liberalism. One can scarcely ask for a more convincing
demonstration that the political order inaugurated by the New Deal
has ended.

Yet we are living through a time of great political ambiguity, when
everything is less clear than it seems. On the hustings, Ronald Reagan
and George Bush decried the baneful effects of intrusive and cen-
tralized government many times over. The assault was not merely
verbal. If the New Deal ushered in a Reformation in American polit-
ical life, then arguably the reign of Ronald Reagan constituted a
Counter-Reformation. So long as the conservative politics of resent-
ment remained confined to Congress, it could never mount a frontal
assault on the institutional foundations of the New Deal order. The
Reagan presidency changed all that. It opened wide the portals of
executive and administrative leverage to ideologues of the Right. As
presidential advisors, cabinet members, and national security opera-
tives, as executors of federal policy on the environment and health
and safety, from posts on the Civil Rights Commission and the NLrB
to the hallowed sanctuaries of the federal judiciary, the Counter-
Reformation fastened its hold on the levers of power and implemented
its social policies. And yet, over the past eight years the “administra-
tive state” has continued to thread its way through the fabric of na-
tional life. Indeed, in its build-up of the military-industrial complex
and in its determination to use the state to enforce private morality
on such issues as abortion, Reaganism has actually given the admin-
istrative state new vigor. It also seems clear that on some quintessen-
tially Democratic issues, like protection of the environment, a broad
mandate for strong governmental action is taking shape. And while
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Dukakis was swamped, Democrats, not a few of them conspicuous
members of the “L-tribe,” actually added to their numbers in Con-
gress and in state houses across the country.

Indeed, during the same presidential year when some were de-
claring a liberal to be practically non compos mentis, others saw signs of
a recrystallizing New Deal coalition. Jesse Jackson vividly articulated
the concerns for social justice and broadly distributed economic wel-
fare that gave moral force to the New Deal order at its height. Re-
markably, after a decade and more during which the politics of rac-
ism and resentment threatened the major achievements of the
welfare state, a black minister and civil rights leader captured the
imagination of a sizable segment of disaffected white voters—blue
collar workers in the rust belt, rural and small town folk for whom
the politics of Reaganism paid poor dividends, urban liberals struck
by the absence of moral vision among Jackson’s opponents. Everyone
was caught by surprise. The “Rainbow Coalition” was never as multi-
colored as its apostles envisioned, but neither was it as monochro-
matic as its more cynical observers claimed. Is there simmering,
beneath the surface of the “conservative populism” analyzed by Jona-
than Rieder, a radical antagonism to the new politics of inequality
examined by Thomas Byrne Edsall? Richard Gephardt’s early pri-
mary successes with economic nationalist themes and Michael Duka-
kis’s belated embrace of the “I'm on your side” message in the des-
perate days of his campaign suggest that more might have been made
of the brewing popular anger over class inequality.

But little in Dukakis’s background prepared him to parlay such
sentiments into widespread appeal. If Dukakis is the heir of any po-
litical tradition, it is hardly the “class-conscious” liberalism presided
over by FDR. Rather he is most closely identified, not least of all by
himself, with the politics of managerial expertise, that version of post-
war liberal elitism discussed by Ira Katznelson in his anatomy of the
Great Society. In a process that began in the late 1930s, according to
Steve Fraser, and was all but completed by the late 1940s, say Alan
Brinkley and Nelson Lichtenstein, practitioners of technocratic lib-
eralism more or less banished the rhetoric and much of the reality of
class conflict that made the second New Deal such a watershed in
modern American history. Michael Dukakis is fluent in this language
of “disinterested” managerialism. But, as compared with his prede-
cessors, he spoke it at a far less auspicious moment.

The Democratic party, to begin with, is a shadow of its former
self. Its various presidential aspirants were less spokesmen of coher-
ent constituencies of a political party than free-lancers in search of an
image and some social base. Of course, the Democratic party was not
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much more robust an organism in 1932 when it captured the presi-
dency. But then whole new subspecies of the immigrant working class
suddenly enlarged the electorate and were simultaneously mobilized
by a new labor movement and a program that, at least on its face,
promised wide-ranging, egalitarian economic reform. Today, newly
enfranchised blacks, Hispanics, and Asians similarly swell the ranks
of potential voters, but they do not have the numbers or coherence
necessary to trigger a mass mobilization; nor do they possess trade
union, middle-class, or policymaking allies with anything resembling
the daring or the programmatic coherence of the new elite that came
to power in the days of the second New Deal.

It has become a commonplace to note the sorry state of the trade
union movement as it declines in numbers, economic strength, and
political influence. The heirs of the cro display little inclination to
assume the organizational and political risks involved in initiating a
mass movement of the unorganized—a failure of nerve and imagi-
nation that began, as Nelson Lichtenstein has shown, in the immedi-
ate postwar period. Moreover, no one in the Dukakis “brains trust”
was disposed to welcome that sort of mass mobilization in any event.
Once the primary season ended, the Dukakis camp tried to segregate
Jesse Jackson and his incendiary talk of wealth and poverty, power
and oppression, inside the ghettoes of American politics, while offer-
ing reassurances, in the form of a Texas land baron, that underneath
all the partisan paraphernalia we are all Reagan Democrats now.
Technocratic liberalism, always prone to inflate its achievements in
the realm of social engineering, may have outsmarted itself. As it so
self-assuredly offered the American people “competence” in place of
an ideological vision rooted in the concerns of family and community,
it allowed a preppy, Eastern Establishment Republican to transform
himself into a flag-waving booster of “mainstream” American values.

A more clever set of media pyrotechnics alone, however, could
hardly have resuscitated the New Deal coalition. History conspired
against that. The sine qua non of the New Deal, that which legitimated
its programmatic experiments as well as its moral-ideological combat-
iveness, was the Great Depression. Moreover, as the essays by Michael
A. Bernstein, Thomas Ferguson, and Steve Fraser variously indi-
cated, the Depression fissured the worlds of industry, finance, and
commerce, creating among portions of those normally conservative
circles an urgent desire for substantial, even structural, economic and
political reform. Today, of course, the country suffers no such calam-
ity; not yet anyway. Michael Dukakis sometimes pretended that the
budget deficit was the same thing as the Great Depression. But of
course it is not; nor does it generate the same degree of political up-
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heaval, even if today’s extravagant borrowing is arguably a harbinger
of tomorrow’s collapse. Fgr that reason, perhaps, it is harder to detect
a rising segment of American business with the same potential for
reconciling the often competing claims of capital and labor. Still, no
one can be sure what waits just beyond the technological and eco-
nomic horizon. Perhaps a future Michael Bernstein will identify a con-
stellation of emergent industries poised to lead a new epoch of capital
accumulation, full employment, and mass consumption. America’s
precarious position in today’s system of global trade and production
suggests an urgency about this overshadowed by the megalomerger
mania that has preoccupied Wall Street during the Reagan years.

And what ideas, in the nation’s future political economy, will take
on the critical role of those articulated so brilliantly by John Maynard
Keynes? Keynesianism, when it first burst on the scene, was part of a
bold attack on entrenched centers of wealth and political influence.
But by the end of World War II policy-making circles were committed
to a “commercial Keynesianism,” which effectively foreclosed earlier
proposals for more fundamental rearrangements of the economic
system. Instead of interrogating power, Keynesian economists be-
came its servitors. When their kit bag of remedies failed amidst the
economic firestorms of the 1970s, the Democratic party suddenly ap-
peared mentally exhausted.

Since then, the only departure from neo-Keynesian orthodoxy
has been the startling recapture of the mind and soul of the Repub-
lican party by an old orthodoxy: the moral and commercial axioms of
the nineteenth century’s free market ideology. This commercial ego-
ism, when added to all the other disabilities from which it suffered,
was enough to do in the New Deal order. Yet, as Thomas Edsall
points out, it hardly prepared the ground for a basic political realign-
ment of the sort many once predicted.

The old order is dead. Nothing with the same combination of
programmatic coherence, ideological credibility, and mass political
appeal has arisen to take its place. We live inside a political paren-
thesis. Who and what will define the future of the American “com-
monwealth” remain open questions. Indeed, after eight years dedi-
cated to the pursuit of private interests the very concept of
“commonwealth” is scarcely credible. The year 1988 recorded the
lowest voter turnout in any presidential election since 1924.

For this descent into the purely private, the New Deal order must
take some of the credit. Elaine Tyler May’s essay reminds us that, at
the dawn of the Cold War, domestic political stability, and even the
global posture of the United States was premised on the retreat from
a troubling public world into the comforting private world of family
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and personal consumption. The emphasis on individual expressive-
ness, on the pursuit of “authenticity,” could have momentous political
consequences. Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin point out that it
fueled the “new radicalism’s” 1960s assault on the fundamental prin-
ciples of the New Deal order. But in the more cynical days of the
1970s, it too easily rationalized a retreat from politics altogether, es-
pecially among those who felt that the “system” was impervious to
change.

Liberals must also bear some responsibility for the resurfacing of
the insidious rhetoric of anticommunism in George Bush’s campaign
speeches. Anticommunism, these last forty years, has not only vented
the anticapitalist frustrations of those middling sorts who felt of-
fended and excluded by the liberal consensus, but has also been the
ideological sanctum sanctorum of the postwar liberal elite. In Mc-
Carthy’s heyday, liberals did as much as conservatives to make the
phrase “card-carrying member of the Communist party” the most
devastating attack on a politician’s honor and integrity. So there is a
nasty sort of historical justice at work when “conservative populists”
obdurately decry “limousine liberals” for their membership in such
“dishonorable” and “immoral” organizations as the acLu. Finally, it is
the irony of our times that today those most likely to champion the
social and economic generosity of the old order are precisely those
marginalized populations—blacks and other minorities, women, new
immigrants—whose historic weakness barred them from the social
compact of 1936. Sic transit gloria mundi.
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