Perspectives on the New Deal: Revolutionary or Conservative?
The Third American Revolution—The Degler Hypothesis
I. The End of Laissez Faire: the free market in the enemy of stable prosperity

“The New Deal revolutionized the function of legitimate government.” (Degler)
A. SEC: demanded the social responsibility of big business

B. AAA: compensated farmers by:

1. paying farmers to let land lie fallow

2. purchase surpluses

3. store surpluses

C. TVA

1. “Humane social planning for the backwards South”

2. Unquestionably socialism—government owns the means of production 

D. Social Security

1. Collective action against social insecurity

2. A change in values?

E. WPA & CWA

1. A cultural revolution

2. Government support of the arts

F. Unemployment insurance
II. A Revolution in Politics
A. The Rise of Democratic Power—working class support

B. The Black Vote

“The Republican Party is the ship; all else is the sea” (F. Douglass)
“What the War for Union did for the Republicans, the Great Depression achieved for the Democrats” (Degler)
1. Politicians must take Black vote into account

a. Eleanor Roosevelt

b. Effects of Northern Migration

–1920’s Black pop. rose 64% in North (5% in South)

c. Case in point: Chicago

--1932, FDR got 32%

--1936, FRD got 49%

d. 1928 Eleanor Roosevelt


C. Midwestern farmers

D. The urban working class

III. Revolution in Labor

--1920-1929: Union membership from 5 to 3 million workers

--“The Depression created a class consciousness among American workingmen for the first time sufficient to permit large scale unionization.” (Degler)

A. AFL-CIO Split



1. AFL = mass industrial workers (Gompers)


2. CIO – skilled industrial workers (craft industries) (Lewis)


3. The Numbers (in millions)




1920 = 5, 1929 = 3, 1935 = 3.7, 1940 = 8

4. Broader Union Base: women, blacks, immigrants and the unskilled

B. The National Labor Relation Act (Wagner Act)

-“The single most revolutionary measure in American labor history…a revolution in government attitudes towards labor.” (Degler)
-“Big Labor now took its place alongside Big Business and Big Government to complete a triumvirate of power.” (Degler)
1. Workers should be free to join unions

2. Employers must recognize and bargain with unions

3. National Labor Relations Board (NLRB)—to have government supervise union elections.

a. Declares that unionization was a desirable thing for the economy
b. The employer must recognize a union once it is formed

4. Norris LaGuardia Act of 1932: laissez faire in labor relations 
5. Wages and Hours Act of 1938 (40 cents hour/44 hour week)
a. Abolished Child Labor

b. Didn’t effect most workers

IV. New or an Old Deal?

A. Progressivism was reform, The New Deal was Revolutionary

B. “The New Deal purged Americans of the belief that government intervention is bad.” (Degler)
C. The impact on The Spirit of Individualism

D. Touched All Aspects of Human Life 

--Children, Workingmen, Elderly, Art





         E. Its significance lies in its permanence: SS, SEC, Wagner Act
         F. An Irreversible process


Lesson One: Americans are helpless in the business cycle

Lesson Two: Depression was a threat to all

Lesson Three: Only through collective defense could that threat be met

The New Deal was Not a Revolution—The Zinn Hypothesis
--“The fundamental problem remained—and still remains—unsolved: how to bring the blessings of immense natural wealth and staggering productive potential to every person in the land?” (Zinn)

--Evading a revolution is not a revolution.




I. Just Enough

A. By 1939, with 9 million still unemployed, The New Deal ended.

B. Income distribution was (is) still gross

C. Urban slums were (are) still despicable

D. Most workingmen were (are) still exploited

E. The Fragmentation of Interests (Madison)

1. Farmers, Blacks, CIO, AFL, Women, etc.

2. An uprising in one led to a calming in another

II. Limited Scope and No Long Term Planning

- In what direction and how far are we willing to experiment? The pendulum…
A. The New Deal worked within the establishment

B. There is a difference between experimentation and a revolution.

--an experiment with rigid boundaries is not a revolution.

-- Reconciliation, Not Revolution


C. The state preserved the profit system because the state is not neutral
--FDR did not “overthrow this kind of power” as he promised in his 1936 Inaugural. 

D. “The new institutions are here, now who shall control them?” (Zinn)

E. Social Security was (is) inadequate
III. Piecemeal Planning
A. Appeased fragmented interests one step at a time--not a long range plan with a “theoretical commitment”.

--desperate stumbling to prevent revolution.

B. Did not plan for a production/consumption balance.

C. “Profits must be limited and their uses controlled.”



--Rexford Guy Tugwell, FDR’s Advisor at Columbia

C. “The power of the few to manage the economic life of the nation must be diffused among the many or be transferred to the public and its democratically responsible government.” (FDR in 1938)



-This did not happen

IV. The Race Issue

--The New Deal did not alter the permanent caste structure in American society. Blacks were (are?) still exploited and oppressed. Both de facto and de jure segreation were still the norm and the WPA, for instance, exemplified this.
--There was no New Deal for Blacks

V. Hearts and Minds
--The American paradigm remains the same. Americans still, almost unfalteringly, believe in “rugged individualism”, “self reliance”, the profit motive and the myth of laissez faire.
--“We still believe that “man works efficiently only for personal profit; that humanitarian ideals are still unworkable as the principal aim of government or business organization; that control of natural resources, elimination of waste and planned distribution of goods would destroy both freedom and efficiency.” (Thurman Arnold)
