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The 1996 repeal of welfare, that is, Title IV of the Social Security Act, was the culmination of such a long period--several decades--of vilification of welfare and those who rely on it for support that the contemporary observer might consider the repeal a policy decision that needs little explanation.  But welfare was once very popular.  Indeed, federal welfare arose in tandem with a variety of New Deal programs of public support which were not only approved of but even celebrated, including emergency relief, relief jobs, and public works.  The denigration of welfare was part of a process of defamation of the public sector, public-sector jobs, and government action to alleviate poverty.  Some of this sinking reputation resulted from the inadequacies of the programs themselves, and some from conservative political efforts to change the discourse.

This paper attempts to refine the story we tell about welfare by contextualizing it in a way not yet done by historians--relating it to the New Deal relief and public works which were so visible at the time of welfares birth.  New Deal relief was popular not merely as the drowning man loves the life preserver but also as a vision of citizenship, close to what T.H.Marshall has called social citizenship.
   Depression relief was shifting the hegemonic political culture of many Americans, transforming expectations of the polity in the direction of a welfare state, government responsibility to regulate the market, and a positive valuation of the public sector.  Yet the most beloved of all these relief programs, public works jobs, gave rise to internal contradictions which made it particularly controversial and provoked strong opposition.  Understanding both the potential and the problems of New Deal relief is important to a reconsideration of the public sector and the role of government today.

This paper has five parts.  In the first, I discuss the inadequate scholarly attention to New Deal relief and suggest that the indices used by the state-capacity school of scholarship may be partly responsible.   In the second I review relief programs and their popularity.  In the third I point to the sense of entitlement that relief was creating and in the fourth I discuss why public relief jobs, the most sought-after form of relief, nevertheless provoked more opposition, which then forced some relief administrators to reconsider the purpose of relief.  In the very brief final part, I refer back to previous work in order to suggest how Social Security moved policy and discourse in a very different direction.

I.
The impact of relief and public works on the political culture was substantial, considerably greater than the actual economic benefits they offered recipients.  Yet relief and public works employment have been inadequately studied in proportion to their importance in the New Deal.   I recently did a quick content analysis of New Deal historiography, using two different bibliographical reference collections.
  Relief and public works were significantly less discussed in the scholarship than other new deal programs.  Brocks superb 1988 Welfare, Democracy, and the New Deal is, to the best of my knowledge, the only major study of relief since Donald Howards 1943 Russell Sage Foundation study, and Brock focuses exclusively on FERA.
  The imbalance is the more striking given the growth of state-centered political explanation and the emphasis on the history of state building, since federal administration of relief and public works yielded dramatic, if temporary, increases in what has been called state capacity.

That if temporary caveat is of course crucial.  State-centered scholarship has, understandably, given its assumptions, leaned towards what it considered enduring programs.  This line of thought has led to emphasizing the Second New Deal as the major state-building period of the Roosevelt administration, downplaying the emergency measures of the first two years.  Nevertheless, I would challenge that evaluation of which state programs have significance.  Temporary programs can and did create lasting administrative capabilities and arrangements.  

The academic neglect of relief may have also arisen in part from the same sources as the political revulsion against welfare: that is, from the pre- and post-New Deal stratification of the American welfare state which constructed some government transfer programs as non-welfare.   This stratification developed in remarkably neat parallel between the material and political-cultural levels: programs that were more generous, designed to encourage participation, and soon transformed into entitlements were rewritten as if they were not government help but earned benefits, while programs that were stingy, designed to discourage participation, and intended to be discretionary on the part of state were rewritten as undeserved charity.  Even scholarly studies of the Social Security Act replicated this stratification, typically excluding or minimizing discussion of ADC and similar titles. This stratification had, of course, pre-New Deal roots but it was interrupted and challenged by New Deal relief and public works programs, which rapidly redefined welfare as a citizens entitlement.  But as Social Security kicked in and World War II ended largescale unemployment, these democratizing tendencies of relief were truncated. 

 
Reflecting this later redefinition, scholars saw relief as different from other New Deal programs, in that 

it was temporary,  expected to be, at most, periodic, and thus not to change state 

capacity fundamentally;

those it was designed to serve, i.e. the acute poor, were different (an emergency, 

acute caseload) from the chronic poor, and not expected to remain long-term 

clients;
it was run by a feminized profession, not the typical group of New Dealers.

Of equal importance is the fact that state-centered historical social scientists have tended to neglect the influence of political culture, or to view it as a largely inert and/or persevering factor.  To the contrary, we need to view political culture with a healthy respect, first, for its dynamism, manipulability, and potential for massive, explosive change; and second, for its occasional great political impact.  Just as we have seen how antiwelfare political sentiment was magnified by the political discourse of the last few decades, so we can see when we look backwards how pro-relief sentiment was created rapidly by the political discourse of the 1930s. In other words, we need to think of state-building as a cultural as well as a personnel, organizational, and bureaucratic development.

Yet another problem is that much of the state-capacity literature has conceived of state development a bit too much as a linear phenomenon, in which the weak is compared to the strong, or what had been weaker became stronger.  I do not wish to exaggerate, to create straw scholars, and I realize that state-capacity scholarship is varied and nuanced.  But the state-capacity literature has not sufficiently addressed the shape of the growing American state: where its boundaries were drawn, which functions and populations it included and which were excluded.  We must perhaps speak not only of state-building but of state-shaping.

On these premises, then, I want to argue that relief, public works, and then welfare were a major state-shaping factor; that their impact changed the political culture which changed the behavior of the state; and that the relatively short duration of relief and public works should not minimize the historical lessons that can be learned from their careers.

II.
  Let me begin by reviewing ever-so-briefly the New Deal relief and public works programs.  I discuss here primarily three new federal programs: the FERA, a program which consisted largely but not exclusively of jointly funded federal/state relief; the CWA, a short-lived program during 1933-34 of purely federally funded and administered four million public works jobs; and the WPA which provided three million jobs at its peak in 1938-39.  But I am also including the CCC and the NYA which together employed 919,000 at peak; state and local general relief which served about three million people at peak in 1936; and the PWA, which employed on average about 150,000 workers from relief.
  Some of these programs, notably the CWA and WPA, were bold and innovative both in vision and administration, although limited in the extent of their provision.  Most historians now see the wisdom of William Brocks finding that the limitations of these relief and public works programs stemmed less from political opposition than from the conservative limitations of New Dealers own attitudes towards relief, their continuing fear of what was once called pauperization and of a welfare state.

The novelty and popularity of New Deal relief and public works has, however, led some historians to underemphasize their inadequacy.  A few indications of the large gap between economic need and economic provision: The most generous program, the CWA, offered 4 million jobs to an acknowledged 10 million unemployed persons.  If we were to add in the uncounted unemployed, notably women and men of color, and the vast numbers of underemployed, we might assume conservatively 20 million in need of jobs, 20 percent of which were helped.  Consider a New York City figure from one typical moment in 1935: 223,000 workers held relief jobs, and 775,000 applicants had been refused them.
  Individuals were usually cycled in and out of  relief and jobs, so that their good fortune did not last; workers typically worked short weeks, receiving short pay, as a result of efforts to spread the limited funding or to avoid exceeding what the private labor market was offering.  And most got significantly less than a subsistence wage.  One of Harry Hopkins investigators wrote what many were thinking--that triage was called for: it would be better to help fewer people ... really supplying their needs instead of keeping a larger number on the brink of starvation...
   Economic historians mostly agree, moreover, that relief provision early in the New Deal failed to reach a therapeutic level, so to speak, that is, it was insufficient ever to test the Keynesian hypothesis; so early relief inadequacy deepened the Depression, prolonged the need for relief and intensified its inadequacy.

When one imagines a long line of men asking for jobs--a word or two about women will come later--and a relief administrator picking at most one of every five, it is hardly surprising that the scarcity created conflicts and allegations of corruption and bias.  Harry Hopkins and his lieutenants were constantly battling local political patronage and local power centers such as trade unions who tried to control the distribution of jobs, to say nothing of the sex and race bias that almost totally excluded women and minority men in many localities.
  On the contrary, considering the amount of scarcity and maldistribution, the biggest surprise was the equanimity and enthusiasm with which Americans responded to the relief programs.  Roosevelt invited and received an unprecedented quantity of mail--450,000 letters in the first week of his presidency and an average of 8000 a day after that (compared to Hoovers average of 600 a day).  These were not primarily appeals for individual help but more often civic-minded proposals for ambitious programs, messages of active citizenship, and among them the single most common suggestion was a proposal for a relief program.  (Others expressed, in descending frequency, demands for inflation and hostility to money interests, monopolies and big boys.)
   Public opinion polls were crude and elementary at this time, but the data collected is nevertheless instructive:

· July 1935, 76.8% believe government should see that every man has a job;

· October 1936, 54.2 % believe the WPA is doing useful work, 13.5% dont;

· August 1937, 68% disagree that WPA workers should be dropped before they have found jobs; 46% believe they should be able to refuse to leave WPA until they find jobs as good.

These opinions were of course stronger among those who stood to benefit most from relief.  In the 1935 sample just cited, one of the few to be analyzed by race or class, 91 percent of Negroes and 89 percent of the poor thought that government should provide jobs--along with 69 percent of the upper middle class.
  An even stronger indication of the support for relief at the bottom can be seen in the letters to FDR.  Political letter-writers are usually elites: typically 40-46 percent come from the wealthy and another 26-34 percent from the prosperous, only 7-9 percent from the poor, but Roosevelts mail was different: 46 percent of his 1934 correspondents were laborers.
  Today this pyramid-shaped public opinion might seem tautologous, because it remains the case today that those who receive government benefits and know that they receive them approve of these programs most.  But this last qualification is not trivial.  Those who receive welfare but dont know it--and they are numerous today--approve of them less.  There are of course debates about which government benefits should count as welfare, but no matter what the definition, it is clear that the American public has grown accustomed to benefits of which they are hardly conscious, from subsidized public higher education to tax expenditures to price supports.  Part of the impact of relief came from its high visibility, a matter to be explored further below.

It is true that these positive attitudes derived in part from the passionate attraction and somewhat mysterious credibility of Franklin Roosevelt.  He functioned in American political folklore somewhat like the good tsar in Russian lore, a kind man led astray at times by evil advisors.  Still, extending out well beyond this reservoir of Rooseveltophilia was a positive attitude towards the relief programs and relief administrators themselves.  In 1935, when New Jersey and Ohio journalists predicted that Roosevelt would be defeated at the polls there, they also reported that Hopkins was wildly popular.

This good feeling is the more puzzling given the federal governments back-and-forth tacking about relief intentions and responsibility.  Pro-New Deal social workers, even those who went along with Hopkins animosity towards casework, believed that jobs of such brief duration as those of the CWA--a few months at best--could do nothing to prevent demoralization.
  The end of FERA, the frequent layoffs from WPA, and the bewildering variety of shifting programs with baffling regulations continually destabilized recipients confidence and anticipations.

III.  
This stumbling, unfair, and, perhaps worst of all, unpredictable relief program was not only popular, but also gave rise to a seachange in political expectations.  The single most common denominator in contemporaneous commentary on New Deal relief and public works, the one thing about which observers of all biases agreed, was that the programs were making recipients feel entitled.
  We need some translation to hear this commonality, because the message was expressed differently by conservatives and progressives, since the former hated it while the latter had mixed feelings.  The antiwelfare groups, to use a late-20th-century term, thought that generous and/or continuing relief and public jobs would produce pauperization; would render citizens unwilling or unable to work for themselves, so dependent would they become on government; would make workers for private employers dangerously dissatisfied.  (They also had other objections, such as to deficit spending, and other fears, for example that relief would discourage private investment.  But I am here only concerned with one aspect, the dangers of creating what is in todays discourse called dependency.)   Their antirelief fears and rhetoric were ratchetted up by anticommunism which was a widespread part of the antirelief discourse, stimulated of course by the unemployed councils.  (In California, because of Upton Sinclairs 1934 campaign for governor and agribusiness opposition to relief, red-baiting was the primary form of anti-relief rhetoric in mid-decade.)
   The prowelfare groups were less ideological and focussed mainly on ameliorating hunger, illness and, especially among social workers, demoralization and family violence.  But many in this group were ambivalent and even self-contradictory about the question of dependency, unable to shed the 19th-century scientific-charity fear of pauperization: typical was one investigator who called West Virginia mining people relief addicts but explained that their pauperization was owing not to relief but to the devastation of the farming economy by strip mining and their lives of deprivation.
  (The ideological Left was equally ambivalent: it attacked the relief system, both for its inadequacy and for its effectiveness in making the Democratic Party popular, except when forced into defending it against cutbacks.)

We hear both sides loudly in the many field reports commissioned by Harry Hopkins from his private investigators in the period 1934-35.  Testimony about this new and widespread entitlement consciousness literally pervades these investigators reports.  Wayne Parish: Relief is regarded as permanent by both clients and relief workers.  Clients are assuming that the government has a responsibility to provide.  The stigma of relief has almost disappeared ....  the relief client ... is more demanding than heretofore; he expects relief as his right.
   I do get a kick out of the attitude of the American people toward their government, wrote Lorena Hickok.  Just a big sucker--thats all Uncle Sam is to them.
   Relief is a regular and accepted way of life.
   A local relief administrator says, `We have made the rank and file of our investigators scared to death of the client....   it would take machine guns to cut off relief.
  Louisa Wilson reported a wholesale change in attitude towards acceptance of entitlement to what she was already calling welfare.
  `It is a sad sight, one state administrator told Lorena Hickok, `to see the attitude ... changing from one that used to be a modest request for help temporarily ... to ... demanding their share of what the Government has to give.
  It was the manager of the Fisher Body plant in Flint, Michigan, who told Louisa Wilson that his men `consider themselves shareholders in relief.

These reports were written a mere year-and-a-half to two years after the federal government had gotten into the business of relief, not much time to produce such a political culture.  

Another source of evidence that people felt entitled to relief is recipients complaints.  Relief administrators consensus was that relief clients were truculent, critical, complaining, ready to react.
  Here hostility proves popularity, for the story of these complaints shows how intensely angry people felt when their entitlement seemed not to be honored.  In my earlier book on the origins of welfare I considered this form of claiming, a phrase introduced by Lisa Peattie and Martin Rein, as an exercise of citizenship.
  A county relief administrator reported that men on relief considered themselves to be `working for the government....  People frankly call me up and say: Ive been working for you for so long.  Cant you do this or that for me?
   Vigorous claiming or complaining--depending on ones perspective--appeared vividly in the work of one of my graduate students, David Chang, who studied a small random sample (63) of county case records from a rural Wisconsin County (Shawano) for the 1930s.  A surprisingly large proportion of recipients--one in five--complained on the basis of what one might call welfare rights--the idea that they had rights to government aid and that this provision should be adequate, prompt, and equitably administered.  `You know as well as I do that the Law is that they must see the people on [or] before the first + fifteenth, wrote another woman to the outdoor relief office in 1935.  Moreover the fact of federal and state contributions to their aid led them to go over the countrys head, so to speak, to Madison or Washington to demand better treatment, and still others threatened county officials with going over their heads.  `Governor LaFollette if you cant see that us poor people ... get help why dont you see that them offices are close up and that relief is sent to us from Madison, wrote one single woman who lived with her father.  One client, Frank Duszynski, went so far as to take out an ad in a local paper, under the title Notice to Taxpayers, charging that county officials were holding back relief money received from the federal government.
   Evidently he counted himself one of the shareholders in relief.  Relief recipients insisted that they were taxpayers while their relief supervisors were parasites.
  

The complaints show recipients who not only feel entitled to claim help, but insist that it should be across-the-board, universal help.  They were challenging the old poor-relief systems which left county administrators free to exercise discretion.  For example: In one week in January 1934, 31,000 letters reached the FERA/CWA office, of which 28 percent were complaints of political or racial discrimination.
   Some understood the underlying complexities of relief administration very well, as this writer: Your Administrators here in Baltimore take it upon themselves to inquire into the morals of the applicant....  The writer does not believe that the letter of the Relief law, or even its spirit gives the Administrators that authority.  May I mention that in France, to hold a moral inquest upon the applicant for aid is forbidden by law.
  These letters of complaint influenced federal state-building in at least one important way: federal agencies responded to such complaints about bias and the politics of patronage in relief and public jobs by increasing their control.
  One important qualification is in order here: the state-building impact of New Deal relief policy was in significant part to build up state governments vis-á-vis counties and municipalities, as a result of the federal governments policies of supplying matching funds to the states and of insisting on dealing with state officials (although, despite this policy, county relief officials continued to predominate in the orientation of many of the needy).
  My point, however, is merely that to the degree federal control increased, it was to a significant degree because of relief recipients demands.

Relief seemed an entitlement even to those excluded.  The very existence of relief raised expectations and stimulated even the excluded to active protest.  In West Virginia union people complained of being denied by relief administrators who were company men.
  The most dramatic protests of the excluded occurred among African Americans.  Both the National Urban League and the NAACP inundated Washington and local administrators with complaints.
  In many towns and cities blacks formed local organizations to fight for equity in relief.  The Athens, Georgia, Colored Community Association wrote to FDR with complaints and proposals two days before his inauguration.  Their rhetorical strategy frequently called upon rights rather than pity: I am a colored Baptist Minister, free born as an American citizen.  Therefore, I feel that I have a Constitutional right to represent affairs.... we as a group should have some voice.
   The Negro Advisor to the WPA, Alfred E. Smith, got 7,000 letters a year from blacks who were discriminated against or entirely barred from relief and jobs eligibility.
   It is impossible to distinguish civil-rights from pro-relief protests among blacks: the demands for adequate and fair relief were civil-rights demands.
  In the 1950s and 1960s, a civil rights movement stimulated the expansion of the welfare rolls, as poor women of color began to assert their rights to help that had previously been mainly reserved for whites.  The 1930s saw a reverse process: the expansion of the welfare rolls nurtured a civil-rights consciousness.

IV.
Although all relief was popular, some programs were better liked. Recipients almost always preferred jobs.  Despite the accusations of boondoggling and leaf-raking, i.e. useless jobs, and despite the continual discourse (among recipients as well as nonrecipients) that various groups (notably racial groups such as Italians, Negroes, Puerto Ricans) didnt want to work, the evidence is absolutely indubitable that men preferred work to relief without work.  The form of discrimination confirms this attitude: southern local officials often gave jobs to whites and straight relief to blacks, and officials everywhere gave jobs to men and straight relief to women, because the latter was cheaper and more stigmatized.
  Although jobs often promised to pay more because the hourly wage was sometimes good, workers often received less money than straight relief recipients because they got few hours of work per week.  This does not mean that public-jobs workers didnt protest what they considered unfair conditions, but men liked to be working, to be out of the house.  

The story of women is more complex.
  Only a small percentage of those in need were offered jobs.  Women were rarely able to get themselves counted as unemployed in the way that men were.  Whatever their family status, they were regarded as secondary, nonessential wage-earners, and even those who headed families did not usually get priority for jobs.  (20 percent of urban relief families had female heads and many male-headed families depended exclusively on womens earnings.)
  Women suffered not only from direct discrimination, considered not to need a job the way a man did, no matter how many dependents they supported, but also suffered from a catch-22 circular trap: most were declared unemployable, although these same women were frequently declared employable when it came to eligibility for general relief; later many women were dumped from the WPA job rolls onto AFDC, only to find that they were disqualified from AFDC.  Those that were hired were usually placed in what were essentially sweatshops--sewing rooms, often in unhealthy conditions, with low pay and tight supervision--never outside work.  A smaller number were given housekeeping work.  So it is not surprising that women complained bitterly about being deprived of jobs and being given inferior jobs and wages.  But womens assessments of their needs were complicated by the fact that virtually all had primary responsibilities to unpaid household labor, in both their own and in others perception; obviously these responsibilities were far heavier for female heads of household and for mothers, but even young single women felt them.  The Depression had made that labor harder by far, as many women began making up with their own labor for what they could not purchase--doing more home sewing, canning, laundry, etc.   For women, a relief job meant a double day: one of paid and another of unpaid labor.  So some women were probably ambivalent in their preference for jobs, although we dont know this since no one asked them.  We do know, however, that many women desperately sought relief jobs and complained about discrimination. 

From the perspective of New Deal politicians and relief administrators, advancing a right to work seemed politically safer than enunciating a right to relief.  It paid homage to the work ethic; several called it the American Way.
   This ideology was costly, because work relief was then as it is today considerably more expensive than assistance.  When used for largescale public works, the achievements were beloved by taxpayers although, ironically, the grand dams and bridges and lodges were the most expensive of all.   Even more public-works jobs would have created publicly valued goods had it not been for regulations prohibiting production for use (that is, producing items that would compete with privately manufactured goods) and limiting sharply the share of CWA and WPA funds that could be used to buy supplies.

At the beginning of the Roosevelt administration, many expected a permanent plan for employment assurance, a public jobs program which would have kicked in whenever the unemployment rate reached a predetermined figure.  The idea had circulated among reformers for over a decade.  John Dewey had argued for governments obligation to provide jobs in 1918.
  Such plans had been proposed in several states since 1928, before the crash, and Robert Wagner introduced such a bill into Congress; reintroduced after the crash, Wagners bill ultimately became the Employment Stabilization Act of 1931.  This law directed the President to ask Congress for emergency appropriations for authorized construction projects under conditions of depression but Hoover interpreted it as merely enabling, and did not use it.
  Roosevelts Committee on Economic Security proposed employment assurance as part of its original conception of the Social Security Act,
 envisaging a program that would not only help the unemployed but provide financial incentives to private industry to maintain employment.  FDR frequently polemicized that citizens had a right to work.
   Harry Hopkins and Aubrey Williams argued that unemployment was a permanent problem, that the Depression was different only in magnitude, and that the government should assume an ongoing obligation to provide jobs.
   But opposition was strong and Roosevelt saw that he could gain short-term political and economic benefits without the political costs by focussing only on emergency work relief.

But in the 1930s, as today, providing jobs turned out more controversial than providing assistance, and this was partly because public jobs produced a particularly strong sense of entitlement.  Ultimately it is difficult to distinguish the economic from the political effects of relief jobs.  All welfare affects the labor market.  Decent stipends make workers less willing to take low-wage jobs and force employers to compete for labor.  Low and unreliable stipends have the opposite effect.  In the New Deal conservative business interests demanded that jobs policy respect local labor-market conditions and set wages below prevailing rates.  But the process of administering the jobs programs shocked the feds with what they learned about low standards of living especially in the south and southwest.  Although wage rates were set according to several geographic zones, the FERA minimum wage of 30 cents an hour was well above prevailing rates for many workers--20 cents an hour in Colorado, often as low as 5 cents an hour in the South.  Since Hopkins goal was rehabilitation of the economy, not just relief, he saw that these sub-subsistence wages would do nothing to increase purchasing power.  (Indeed, he was seeing the long-term causes of the Depression.)  Moreover, not just wages but also job security, working conditions, and nondiscriminatory practices offered by federal programs were frequently superior to what was available from private employers.  So public jobs were stiffening workers resistance to the interests of employers.  Work relief further intensified class conflict in the labor market because it shed some of the stigma of welfare and thus further reduced the pressure on workers to accept low-wage jobs.  This effect was reinforced by the potential of work relief to appear indistinguishable from real jobs. 

Let me review this problem with slightly more illustration.  True, most emergency relief  payments were below the subsistence level of recipients, because most aid went to the middle-class and upper-working-class white men who had previously held jobs with decent wages.  But for a large minority of workers, federal stipends from FERA or WPA represented higher wages than they had ever previously gotten.  One of the most under-recognized aspects of New Deal emergency aid was the way in which it lifted standards of living among those at the very bottom.  This effect was strongest among rural workers, particularly people of color, and it was largely a north/south difference.  In the south, Hopkins investigators were discovering American poverty as if for the first time, producing reports that might have been in Harringtons 1962 The Other America.
  In Scotts Run, West Virginia, the coal-mining people were doing immeasurably better than ever before as a result of FERA.  Children who had never before had milk, adequate diet, clothing or shoes were now well nourished and well clad.  Retail stores were doing better than ever.  Gains for African Americans were not restricted to the poor: in Atlanta, for example, black physicians improved their incomes with WPA appointments.   Even in northern industrial cities, relief could raise the standard of living for some.  In New York a Visiting Housekeepers Project initiated by the Urban League under the CWA got women higher-paying jobs than ever before and was so successful it was used later by the WPA in numerous towns and cities.  In Boston families that never had a decent standard, possibly 1/8 of all the cases, welcomed the low federal offerings.  In Flint, Michigan, in New York and New Jersey, medical care became better than ever.  In Harlem 9 of 10 relief clients got cards entitling them to clinic services never before available to them (and the doctors were said to be coining money as a result).  In Providence the TB Society reported that childrens deaths from TB had dropped from 30 to 3 per year and attributed the improvement to better diet and weight gain as a result of New Deal welfare programs.   Lorena Hickok went to Puerto Rico and concluded that no one there qualified for emergency relief because their traditional poverty was so extreme that she could not imagine the Depression has worsened it.
  

Relief policy revealed previously neglected inequalities and called particular attention to the racialization of the labor market.  Reporting from Arizona, Hickok echoed many other investigators when she defined two classes of recipients: 

[1] Whites ... with white standards of living, for whom relief, as it is now, is anything but adequate.... [2] Mexicans--or, East of the Mississippi, Negroes--with low standards of living, to whom relief is adequate and attractive.... Able, many of them, to get work, but at wages so low that they are better off on relief....the Mexicans all want the $21 a month the Government has promised us.
In San Antonio whites needed $35 a month, the locals figured, while to Mexicans $12-15 represented a fortune because, it was alleged, all they liked to eat anyway was beans, grease and cornmeal.
  The same division prevailed in the southeast between whites and blacks or even between whites and white trash.

In other words, programs designed to provide emergency relief to victims of an acute Depression were beginning to chip away at chronic poverty.  But this meant that they were also undermining the profitability of operations that squeezed labor.  Federal efforts to compromise with private employers sometimes made this contradiction worse.  When several New Deal relief administrators and FDR himself proclaimed that a man had a right to work, they refrained from asserting the corollary right to reject a job.  They did not guarantee workers the right to walk out on a job with poor wages or working conditions and collect relief instead, and they complied with demands that strikers not get relief.  WPA refused to guarantee rehiring any worker who left for a private job and then quit.  The result of this curtailment of freedom in the labor market was to make WPA workers reluctant to accept inferior private jobs at all and to cling to WPA at all costs.
 

The claim that the New Deal uplifted those at the bottom will need further documentation and qualification.  For example, one study or a northern city documented a depressing effect on blacks positions in occupational structure, forcing those few who had previously held skilled or white-collar jobs down into unskilled labor.
   Moreover, if some of those on the bottom gained in absolute standard of living they did not gain relatively, because the New Deal did nothing to redistribute wealth and income.

 
Still, yet another indication that the low-wage labor market was disrupted by relief came from enraged employers, whose howls were reaching every field investigator and local journalist.   From their perspective they were right to protest: they could no longer hire at what they considered prevailing wages, because the feds were intervening in the market and thereby increasing prevailing wages.  In Ohio men left regular jobs in mills, on farms and in construction for the CWA.  In Burlington, Iowa, men were getting $20/week for city WPA projects but industry had been paying $16 a week for many more hours of work.  Employers complained loudest in the south and in rural areas.  In the southwest white housewives wanted maids to work for room and board and sheep ranchers wanted herders for $7/month.  Texas planters complained that blacks refuse to work ... in the cotton patch.
  A Georgia peach grower wrote that he was three weeks behind in his work because of the CWA.
    From Florida came complaints that the golf courses couldnt get caddies.
  In the early Depression days some industrialists had racked up larger-than-ever profits through the speed-up and stretch-out--laying off some workers and demanding that those who remained increase their work loads.
  Now the minimum relief wage allowed workers to refuse private jobs in, for example, the North Carolina or the Paterson, NJ, textile mills.
  

Employers of low-wage labor worried not just about recruitment but about the workers attitudes while on the job.  Workers were becoming demanding, sullen, uppity.  South Carolina planters lamented that `were afraid to put in a big tobacco crop with the chance of having to use dissatisfied labor.
  In other words, public jobs were affecting workers behavior when in private jobs. 

 Employers of low-wage labor fought back, of course.  FERA, like some local public assistance previously, had been subsidizing low private wages by offering supplementary aid to workers.
  Relief allowed private employers to treat their workers like temps, laying them off in slack times and letting FERA support them until they were rehired, making relief a seasonal unemployment insurance.  They tried to use jobs in the same way.  Southern planters in particular persuaded local relief administrators to lay off workers during planting or harvest or other times of labor demand.  Throughout the South but also in some northern locations it became standard to fire women from WPA jobs and require them to accept domestic service or seasonal agricultural jobs which paid less than half as much.
   But sometimes relief administrators refused them, just often enough to enrage them further, as when an NAACP protest in 1935 stopped the WPA from closing several projects in order to supply cotton pickers.
  Employer pressure, notably southern, forced FERA to rescind the 30 cents/hour minimum wage in the fall of 1934, a move which the Urban League denounced as yielding to those whose conception of decent living standards for Negro workers is little above that of lower animals.
  Hopkins, Williams and other public works and relief administrators tried to dodge, compromise with and capitulate to the biggest outcries.  Their attempts to find a solution strengthened a particular role that the state at various governmental levels had long been playing: serving as padrone, or labor subcontractor, for politically powerful employers, by alternatively supplementing low wages and forcing workers to accept them.

There could be no stable solution because work relief was inevitably on a collision course with ideologies of free enterprise and the market as a allegedly natural phenomenon.  Since these beliefs were so deeply inculcated into Americans, no wonder so many relief and public-works administrators and reporters were confused.  On the one hand, they saw that government aid inevitably made workers more demanding and most of them closely watched and feared the unemployed leagues and councils which were flourishing in many locations.  On the other hand, they saw that by offering relief at levels below already too-low wages they were encouraging exploitation and failing to lift the Depression.  Thus Lorena Hickok saw in Puerto Rico that emergency relief could make no dent in its poverty.  She mused, "I am wondering if the only way to get employers to pay people enough to live on won't have to be for the government to treat the unemployed as labor surplus, take them all out of the market, pay them living wages, and let industry howl."
  In other words, she had been driven by her months of observation to the conclusion that perhaps government ought to use relief to regulate the labor market, and connect the goal of ending the Depression to the goal of raising wages.  The National Urban League argued that one of the goals of the New Deal should be to raise working-class standards of living.
  Aubrey Williams made similar suggestions.  While most of Hopkins people denounced the unemployed leagues, they also saw that the weakness of workers contributed to the Depression.

Some local and a few national-level relief administrators arrived at the same conclusion as Hickok: use relief to build recovery and reduce chronic poverty by raising wages at the bottom.  This line of thinking wasnt common, in part because, as I discussed at length elsewhere, economic planners and public welfare leaders lived in different universes, rarely communicating.
  Pro-welfare sentiment at the bottom, among recipients, contained little focus on recovery because economics had already become an expert discourse inaccessible to most Americans.  Yet however inarticulate and lacking in data or theory, their sentiment constituted genuine political opinion, not just personal proclivity, and it has not been adequately addressed.  Obviously recipients good feelings about relief expressed economic self-interest, and equally obviously many experienced a psychological lift from better nutrition and health, reduced anxiety and shame.  But the contemporary sociologists who interviewed relief clients, and historians such as William Bremer, were mistaken to consider attitudes about relief strictly a psychological matter.
   These views were not primarily emotional but intellectual; they were views about what government should do; and they were not primarily an aggregate of individual but a set of collective attitudes, constructed differently by different social groups and in different historical epochs.   Many people who would have been eligible for local relief previously had been ashamed to collect it.  During the New Deal even overtly conservative (Republican, antiRoosevelt, racist, fearful of making relief too easy) relief administrators commented that poor people had often previously been too reluctant to apply for the help they deserved and praised New Deal programs for legitimating relief-seeking, thereby allowing clients to improve themselves and their children.
  Equally striking is the way that recipients rewrote their own relief history decades later, when antiwelfare discourse had eroded the New Deals pro-welfare state thinking.  A vivid example: in a 1977 study of New Deal beneficiaries, an interviewer talked with elderly people in a Republican-dominated South Dakota region and found that many denied having received benefits.  They were willing to admit that their neighbors had been helped by relief, but insisted they themselves had been independent, self-reliant, although closer questioning revealed that they had been kept afloat by public aid.  Forty years time and a changing political culture had made welfare embarrassing to them (although they were eager to benefit from federal public-works spending not identified by them as welfare).

I want to suggest that attitudes towards relief and public jobs constituted a fundamental aspect of political culture.  There is no time here, obviously, to define that concept fully but I will say simply that  at root a political culture is a shared understanding of the legitimate functions and rules of the polity and, in this case, a shift in the dominant view of the states economic responsibilities.  That New Deal policies both expressed and altered academic economic and political theories has been demonstrated by, most recently, Alan Brinkley.
  I am trying to look at how the New Deal both expressed and altered mass political ideas.

Perhaps this line of investigation has been shut off because, of the New Deal scholarship that examined mass opinion, too much of it has focused on the question of whether or not people at the bottom were radical or, still less likely, revolutionary.
  These are not categories I am using.  I wish equally to avoid the categories Left and Right, for it should be clear that strong movements for greater government economic aid, such as Huey Longs Share Our Wealth, cannot be categorized neatly on either side. 

The reconstructed political culture I am describing included four prominent aspects. First, a decline in self-blaming among the poor.  It was not the Depression alone but also the federal response that undercut self-blaming among the poor and unemployed.  Especially in low-wage areas, the typical textbook argument--that the generality of unemployment eroded explanations in terms of individual failure--is not supported by the evidence.  Many of these people had been unemployed, underemployed, and poor for so long that the Depression itself could not radically change their appraisals of their situation.  Rather it was government response delivered through across-the-board, inclusive programs like FERA, CWA and WPA that transformed their interpretation.  Perhaps this is because the self-blaming of those at the bottom took not only individual but also collective forms, in which entire racial or regional groups considered themselves doomed to poverty or at least considered their social and economic position fixed for the foreseeable future.  In other words, relief influenced popular analysis of economic hardship as well as of its solution.  

Second, the Depression combined with the emergency relief programs fostered an understanding of unemployment and poverty as a shared national emergency.  Not only relief per se but, equally importantly, how relief was delivered brought a political message--that the Depression was a national problem and that the solution required national action.  The seeming ubiquity of relief and the visibility of public jobs and their accomplishments created a sense of national investment in government provision.   Emergency relief not only denied that poverty was necessarily produced by individual failings, but also represented the democratic state as a national problem-solver.  

Third, widespread relief and public jobs, and their association with the products of public jobs, brought visibility and approval to the public sphere and specifically to the federal governments prominence in it.  To the extent that Keynesian ideas precipitated down into the public--a matter about which there has been no study--these projects were further associated with recovery and economic health.  By contrast, the War, although it exerted precisely the same mode of recovery influence, gathered public support for government action through other means, to wit, by calling on patriotism and hatred of aggressive dictatorships.   New Deal rhetoric used military metaphors in an effort to rally support for domestic programs.
  But precisely because this trope was of limited success, pro-New Deal discourse was forced to rely on a more directly positive valuation of government action for the economy.

Fourth, the breadth of the relief programs, and their domination by the federal government, communicated a view of the crisis that took in seemingly forgotten chronic poverty,  particularly rural and southern.  Messages from the top, both verbal and symbolic, from Roosevelts aristocratic demeanor to Hopkins urgent activism, represented the Depression as a shared crisis which transcended class and race hierarchy.  (One of William Leuchtenbergs great quotations, from a West Virginia miner when asked why he voted for FDR: Franklin Roosevelt is the only President weve ever had that knows that my boss is a son-of-a-bitch.)  Relief recipients received not only economic help but a share in this experience.  Their poverty became a less isolating and more connecting experience.  For many recipients relief was their first relationship with the federal government--and often the first time they had received help from any level of government.  Many who collected a federal stipend had never voted.  Certainly relief was the first significant federal program aiming to include people of all races--certainly the federal government had done nothing for African Americans since the Freedmens Bureau expired in 1872.  Those excluded were nevertheless influenced by its promise.  

V.
This trajectory was then turned aside by a variety of factors, intense political opposition not the least of them.  But it bears remembering that one such anti-public sphere influence was the Social Security Act.  Relief opponents did not at first like this legislation much better than the WPA but once amended and put into practice Social Security reduced the challenge to the low-wage labor market and undermined the sense of entitlement that had been growing among the poor.  Several structural principles of the law shaped these functions: First, the distinction between federal and jointly funded, between generous and less generous, and between means-tested and non-means-tested programs.  In other words, the stratification of welfare within the law itself.  Second, the stratification of the populations relation to the law, so that those already economically privileged became eligible for the privileged programs, while the majority, those who most needed the help but who also constituted the low-wage labor force on which an influential bloc of employers depended, were excluded.  Third, the state and local control over means-tested programs which allowed them to exclude many of the poor altogether, and to continue to use relief to supplement low-wage employment, without the converse, that is, without relief providing the basis for workers to refuse jobs or demand higher wages.  These aspects of Social Securitys design have been well covered elsewhere, if not in these words.

So after several years of highly visible federal relief and jobs programs, for which all Americans were theoretically eligible, then Social Security delivered a message quite antagonistic to the unifying one of FERA and WPA.  Social Security returned us to an older categorical method of social provision which segmented the population.  Since its insurance programs were at first greeted with suspicion, the Social Security administration responded with a propaganda campaign touting old age pensions as superior precisely because they was not universal.  Social Security not only divided up the population but made those distinctions invidious, reprising the old deserving/undeserving chorus, diminishing acute poverty while neglecting the chronically poor.  This program, like relief, offered powerful messages which reshaped political culture.
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