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When people think of the originsof American social policy, they usually
think of the 1935 Social Security Act, part of Franklin D. Roosevelt@second
NewDeal Thatlegidation created both old-age insurance, nowcommonly
known as social security, and Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), recently
known aswelfare. Though central to today® social policy, these programs
were somewhat marginal to New Deal social policy because they dealt with
special categoriesof QinemployableCcitizens The keyconcern of NewD eal
social policymakers was instead with thoss deemed @mployable,Oand
their problems were addressed mainly by another and much less studied
program from the second NewD eal: the OMorksProgram Qoperated mainly
by the Works Progress Adm inistration (WPA). The lack of attention to the
WPA has had important consequences for understandings of American
social policy.

Social science literature focusing on American social policy frequently
attempts to explain why Gocial securityO(old-age insurance and related
programs) and QuelfareO(Aid to Families with Dependent Children and
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cal Association, New York, 1996, and another version at the Social Science History Asociation,
New Orleans 1996. For comments and criticism we thank Alexander M. Hicks Kim Voss
Elizabeth Sanders; Andrew J Polsky, Ira Katznelson, Joseph Luders Richard Flanagan, and
other membersof the 199681997 New York Colloquium on American Political D evelopment,
City University of New York, the Studiesin American Political Development editors, and an anony-
mousreader.
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2 EDWIN AMENTA ET AL

other meanstested programs) run on separate and unequal tracks Along
these lines itissometimesargued that the favored social security program
wasdesgned formen earning wagesand the scorned welfare program was
desgned for women with children. Itissometimesargued, too, that social
security more heavily represented white Americans, while black Americans
were largely consgned to welfare. The main question suggested by this
literature is why did this two-track policy emerge? Research attention is
often focused on the Social Security Act, where, some argue, thisoriginal
sn of U.S social policy wascommitted.!

By contrast, com parative analysesof social policy typically focuson three
issues: the timing of when five major social insurance programs were en-
acted, typesof welfare state regimes, and social spending amountsor @ffortsO
Of the five major social insurance programs Dworkmen@compensation,
health insurance, unemploymentinsurance, old-age insurance, and family
allowances B only workmen@ compensation was available to Americans
before 1935.In 1935, old-age and unemploymentinsurance, butnothealth
insurance or family allowances were adopted. This piecemeal approach
toward social insurance hasled com parative researchersto view the United
States as a late and incomplete entrant to the world of modern social
policy. The literature on welfare state regimes moreover, suggeststhat the
United States has a Qiberal,Oor residual, social policy desgned to aid
marketsthrough stingy paym ents meanstests and private provison. Final-
ly, the quantitative summary of American social policy isthatitisrelatively
low on @ffortOD the amount spent on social programs as a share of
national income. Com parative scholarsthusask: Why wasthe United States
0 late and spotty in adopting social insurance programs? Why did the
United Statesdevelop a liberal welfare state regime? Why doesthe United
Statesdevote so little of itsincome to social policy?

1. For a description of the current two-track nature of American social policy, see, for
instance, Margaret Weir, Ann Shola Orloff, and Theda Skocpol, Q) nderstanding American
Social PoliticsO The Politics of Social Policy in the United States, ed. Margaret Weir, Ann Shola
Orloff, and Theda Skocpol (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1988), 3E27. For the
argument that the Social Security Act created a public policy stratified by gender, see Linda
Gordon, Pitied But not Entitled: Single Mothers and the History of Welfare, 188061935 (Cam bridge,
MA: Harvard University Press 1994), chap. 1. For the argument that the Social Security Act
created a social policy stratified by race, see JIl Quadagno, The Color of Welfare: How Racism
Undermined the War on Poverty (New York: Oxford University Press 1994), chap. 2.

2. Forinfluential analysesof the adoption of social insurance, see, forinstance, Peter Hora
and Arnold J Heidenheimer, Olhe Historical Core and Changing Boundaries of the Welfare
State.Oin T he Development of Welfare States in Europe and America, ed. Flora and Heidenheimer
(New Brunswick, NJ Transaction, 1981), 17£84; Alexander Hicks Joya Misra, and Tang Nah
Ng, Orhe Program matic Emergence of the Social Security State, OAmerican Sociological Review 60
(1985): 329P49. For welfare state regimes see Gosta Esping-Andersen, Three Worlds of Welfare
Capitalism(London: Polity Press 1990). For areview of the literature on social spending efforts
and aquantitative assessm ent, see Evelyne Huber, CharlesRagin, and John D. Stephens, CSocial
Democracy, Christian Democracy, Constitutional Structure and the Welfare State: Towards a
Resolution of Quantitative Studies OAmerican Journal of Sociology 99 (1993): 711849, Forinfluen-
tial studiesof the adoption of American social policiesin crossnational perspective, see Theda
Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: T he Political Origins of Social Policy in the United States
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The questionsposed and the answers offered by standard social policy
literatureshave been biased by over-attention to the Social Security Actand
under-attention to the WPA. Scholars miss the fact that most Roosevelt
Administration policymakers did not sse them selves as designing a two-
track welfare state; rather, the WPA was a meanstested program that gave
relatively high benefits Nor did American policymakers view economic
Security strictly asa matter of social insurance coverage; meanstested pro-
gramsdominated social policy. The WPA organization wasat the center of
planning and thinking about social policy during the form ative years of
modern social policy, and itscapacitiesdwarfed those of the Social Security
Board. In addition, the breakthrough that was the WPA conflicts with
imagesof the American welfare state asa liberal regime with low spending
efforts Through unprecedented expenditures for the WPA, the United
Statesleapfrogged to the lead of industrialized countriesin social spending
effort. In short, both America-centered and comparative analyssignores
the most distinctive aspect of New Deal social policy: itscommitment to
work programs

Social scientists have avoided the WPA, probably for two main reasons
First, to those concerned with current American social policy the WPA
appearsto have been a stopgap designed to address but not outlive, the
GreatDepresson. (The commitmentdid notlast; the WPA was(ionorably
dischargedOduring the Second World War.) H owever, to treat the WPA in
thismanner is to provide a highly selective reading of U.S history. The
WPA and the Social Security Act combined to produce America@® first
Qvelfare reform Q together they replaced the Federal Emergency Relief
Administration (FERA), which wasoriginallydeployed to addressthe emer-
gency. A second reason to ignore the WPA isthat worksprogram swere not
adopted elsewhere. Com parative researchers ask why health insurance or
family allowances were not enacted here in part because such programs
were adopted in other countries Butthisapproach isahistorical in princi-
ple for it assumes, teleologically and erroneoudy, that the goal of social
policym akers everywhere was to adopt social insurance. It seems histori-
callyunsound in any case to take a wholly retrospective view of the period,
focusng on ultimately QuvinningOprogram ssuch asold-age insurance and
AD C, while ignoring the WPA, aprogram central to the vison of New D eal
social policy reformers3

In thispaper, we redress the lack of attention to the WPA. We address
several questions including why the WPA wascreated at the time it wasand
in the form that it assumed; why its spending and character varied over
time;and whysome people and nototherswere likely to receive wagesfrom
the WPA. We also address why the program was embroiled in such great

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 1992), intro.; Ann Shola Orloff, The Politics of
Pensions: A Comparative Analysis of Britain, Canada, and the United States, 188001940 (Madison, WI:
University of Wissonsin Press 1993), chap. 1.

3. Forareviewof literature on the historical turn in sociology, see Larry J. Griffin, Olem po-
rality, Events, and Explanation in Historical Sociology: An Introduction,OSociological Methods and
Research 20 (1992): 403E07.
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8 EDWIN AMENTA ET AL

political controversy and why it ultim ately failed, when other New Deal
initiatives did not. .

First, though, we describe the WPAGrise and fall in the context of New
Deal social policy, from the inauguration of the FERA in 1933 through the
program s that later replaced it, asthree periods of Quelfare reform O(see
Table 1). The first of these periodscomprisesdeliberation over, and enact-
mentof, a worksprogram and an economic security program. These pro-
gramsconstituted an incipient Gvork and reliefOstate favoring the unem -
ployed, providing meanstested work for some and stipendsfor otherswho
were encouraged to exit the job market. The second phase of welfare
reform, beginning in 1938, reinforced previousinitiativeswith new legida-
tion, new adm inistrative rulings and new political economic reasoning.
The third, beginning in the middle 0f 1940, produced far-reaching plansto
expand and rationalize New Deal social policy. But these plans were re-
jected, and the episode resulted in the demise of the WPA and the cutting
back of other social spending programs

A BRIEF PREHISTORY OF THE WPA

Breaking with President H erbert Hoover@grudging emergency relief poli-
cies Presdent Roosevelt created the Federal Emergency Relief Adm inistra-
tion (FERA) in May 1933. Starting with an initial appropriation of only
$500 million, the FERA distributed unprecedented sums Bapproxim ately
$3.3 billion Dover three years The relief fundswent to stateson a match-
ing bass Bthree parts state money to one part national ®Dmainly through
the discretion of the Federal Emergency Relief Administrator, Harry L.
Hopkins a former social worker from lowa. FERA regulations required
each state to set up an emergency relief administration to handle and
distribute itsown and federal funds; the FERA would, at least tem porarily,
wrest relief from locally controlled poor or @auperOlaws Providing cash
and in-kind aid to the unemployed and othersharmed by the Depresson,
the FERA dominated New Deal social policy until the end of 1935.4

4. For the legidation funding the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, see U.S Fed-
eral Works Agency, Final Statistical Report of the U.S. Federal Emergency Relief Administration (Wash -
ington, DC: U.S Government Printing O ffice, 1942), 99B104. For the chronology of events see
D oris Carothers, Chronology of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration: May 12, 1933 to December
31, 1935 Works Progress Adm inistration Research Monograph VI (Washington, DC: U.S Gov-
ernment Printing Office, 1937). For other disussons see Josephine Chapin Brown, Public
Relief, 192961939 (New York: Holt and Co., 1940), chaps 8P12; Edward Ainsworth Williams,
Federal Aid for Relief (N ew York: Columbia U niversity Press 1939); Robert Sherwood, Roosevelt
and Hopkins: An Intimate History (New York: Harper and Brothers 1948), chap. 2; Searle F
Charles, Minister of Relief: Harry Hopkins and the Depression (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University
Press, 1963), chap. 2; George McJm sy, Harry Hopkins: Ally of the Poor and Defender of Democracy
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 1987), chap. 4; and William R. Brock, Welfare
Democracy and the New Deal (N ew York: Cambridge Universty Press 1988); Many states includ-
ing most of the former Confederacy, provided little funding of their own for FERA aid. See
dissusson in Brown, Public Relief, 205. Statistical detailsare provided in Federal Works Agency,
Final Statistical Report of the FERA. In April 1933, the president, through Executive O rder #6101,
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Roosevelt@ first major public employment program, the Civil Works Ad-
ministration (CWA), wasan offshootof the FERA. The CWA provided work
and wagesover the winter of 193381934 to both the unemployed on emer-
gency relief and those who would notapply. According to Hopkins@hastily
developed plans the program wasintended to employ four million, half to
be drawn from the emergency relief rolls Using the administrative struc-
ture of the FERA, the dishursementpowersof the VeteransAdm inistration,
the officesof the revamped United StatesEmployment Service (U SES), its
own engineering staff, and help from any other government agency that
would cooperate, the CWA hired four million mainly at CprevalllngOrates
commonly paid for a given type of work. When the CWA wasended in the
spring 0f 1934, the FERA again took the main burden of relief, aiding some
five million recipientsand their families The FERA also began work-relief
operationsin earnest.’

Welfare Reform, Round 1: The Works Program
and the Social Security Act

The catalyst for the making of social policy in the sscond New Deal was
congressonal debate in 1934 over billsfor unemployment compensation
and old-age pensons Lacking focusin hisown plans but unwilling to
acceptpiecemeal congressonal initiativesin social policy reform, Roosevelt
created the Committee on Economic Security (CES) in June and charged it
with formulating acomprehensve economic security policy. A cabinet-level
group headed by Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins the CES also in-
cluded Secretary of Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Secretary of Agriculture
Henry Wallace, Attorney General Homer Cummings, and Federal Emer-
gency Relief Administrator Hopkins The committee@ deliberations were
framed by the Technical Board and the staff of the CES, led by executive
secretary Edwin Witte, a University of Wisconsin public policy expert. The
CES operated under severe time constraints D Witte was appointed only
four months before the committee@ report wasdue D and fisal ones as
well, having received only $87,500 in FERA fundss®

created the Civilian Conservation Corps(CCC), and Congressfunded it through the program
of Emergency Conservation Work Act. The CCC quickly employed about 270,000 single men
aged 18 to 25 yearsin conservation work in forest preserves (John A. Salmond, The Civilian
Conservation Corps, 1933D1942: A New Deal Case Study [Durham, NC: Duke University Press
1967], chaps 1£2).

5. Bonnie Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933£84 (Princeton, NJ. Princeton
University Press 1984). The CWA was created through Executive Order 6420-B. On the wage
ratesof the CWA, see Ctatem ent of Corrington Gill, Assstant Federal Em ergency Relief Admin-
istrator,OU .S Congress, Senate Com mittee on Appropriations, Supplemental Hearings, Emergency
Relief Appropriation (U.S. Government Printing O ffice, 1935), February 11, 1935, 1E26.

6. The accountsof contem porary participantsmostoften relied upon are Edwin Witte, The
Development of the Social Security Act: A Memorandum on the History of the Committee on Economic
Security and Drafting and Legislative History of the Social Security Act (Madison, WI: University of
Wisconsin Press 1962); Frances Perkins The Roosevelt | Knew (New York: Harper and Row,
1946), chap. 23; Arthur Altm eyer, T he Formative Years of Social Security (Madison, WI: U niversity of
Wisconsn Press 1966), chaps 182; and J Douglas Brown, An American Philosophy of Social
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The economic security bill that emerged did not propose a program of
national employment, even though the Qvorks program ,Oasit was called,
wasRoosevelt@top social spending priority. I[thad been initially connected
with the CES but soon after the committee convened, the group working
on Quublicemploymentand reliefOwentoff on itsown. A national employ-
ment program was regarded asa central part of economic security; @m-
ploymentassuranceOwasthe first topic in the CES@report. The com mittee
argued that public employment, in contrast to the explicitly temporary
nature of the FERA, Ghould be recognized asa permanent policy of the
Government and not merely asan emergency measure.G

Introducing the works program and the other economic security mea-
sures on January 4, 1935, Roosevelt smultaneoudy signaled the end of
FERA. In this speech and in others to follow, he criticized the Qlole,Oby
which he referred both to the FERAG provison of cash paymentsto the
able-bodied unemployed and to more restricted sorts of aid, such as the
grocery orders that localities often provided in lieu of cash on work pro-
jects orboth.8 To replace the dole, Roosevelt proposed hisworksprogram,

Security: Evolution and Issues (Princeton, N J Princeton University Press 1972), chap. 1. For the
early yearsof administering the act, see CharlesMcKinley and Robert W. Frase, Launching Social
Security (Madison, WI: University of Wissonsin Press 1970). A number of scholarly efforts
examining social sience argumentshave been devoted to thisissue aswell. Some of the more
notable include Edward Berkowitz and Kim McQuaid, Creating the Welfare State (N ew York:
Praeger, 1980), chap. 6; Theda Skocpol and G. John lkenberry, Ohe Political Form ation of the
American Welfare State in Historical and Com parative Perspective.OComparative Social Research6
(1983): 87D148; Jll S Quadagno, ONelfare Capitalism and the Social Security Act of 19350
American Sociological Review 49 (1984): 632B47; Ann Shola Orloff, Orhe Political Origins of
America®® Belated Welfare State,Oin Politics of Social Policy, 37880; and Edward D. Berkowitz,
AmericaG Welfare State: From Roosevelt to Reagan (Baltimore, MD : John@H opkinsU niversity Press,
1981), chap. 1. FERA funding made the CESdeliberationsakind of professonal work program.
See Witte, The Development of the Social Security Act, 9B10.

7.U.S Committee on Economic Security, Report to the Presicent (Washington, DC: U.S
Government Printing O ffice, 1935), 9. The principal accountsby Witte, Perkins and Altmeyer
donotdissussthe work program verymuch, partly because the program wasremoved from the
deliberationsof the CESand wasneverunder the control of the Social Security Board. Also, all
three were proponentsof social insurance and do not dissussmuch the relief nature of New
Deal social policy. Hopkins in his Spending to Save: T he Complete Story of Relief (N ew York: Norton,
1936), provides not hisaccount of what happened, but an argument hoping to sway public
opinion in favor of a generouswork program during the 1936 election year. He indicates his
preference forapermanentwork program. See also McJm sey, Harry Hopkins, chap. 6, esp. 95D
97. Aslate asDecember 24, 1934, Roosevelt wanted to combine the legidation for the work
program and other economic security programsin one bill. Arthur W. Macmahon, Jhn D.
Millett, and GladysO gden. The Administration of Federal Work Relief (Chicago: Public Administra-
tion Service, 1941), 26 E27. Witte, T he Development of the Social Security Act, 77. Altm eyer suggests
that Rooseveltinitially saw unemploymentinsurance and work relief ascombined, with those
running out of insurance benefits to immediately gain work relief (Formative Years of Social
Security, 12E13). The most reliable general accountof the entire decade of reform, focusing on
relief asgpects by someone within the government, but not at the center of eventsis Brown,
Public Relief.

8. The QloleOwasa common term for the Qincovenanted Qor transitional unemployment
insurance benefits that aided the unemployed in Great Britain during the 1920s In that
country, unemployment insurance had been stretched beyond its original functions to aid
those people who had already received the maximum amount of payments but who were
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sometimescalled Quork reIiefO(sjn]iIarto the way thatpeople today refer to
QvorkfareOto set it apart from Quvelfare,Othough with a less pejorative
connotation). The joint resolution authorizing the appropriation for the
worksprogram wasdrafted in late December 1934 and placed before Con-
gresson January 21, 1935. With an initial appropriation of approxim ately
$4.9 billion, an enormoussum forthattime, Congressissued the presdent
ablank check to fund all manner of work projectsand public works Based
on the powersceded the presdent by the Emergency Relief Act of 1933
and the public workstitlesof the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933,
the resolution was enacted eleven weeks later and approved by Roosevelt
on April 11. By an executive order in May, 90 percent of the jobs from
the worksprogram were to go to @m ployablesOalreadyon relief. Moreover,
the worksprogram wasto create alarge numberof jobsD3.5 million in the
presdent@ estim ate.®

Additional specificsof the worksprogram were disputed during the next
few months Authority to choose the work projects and recipients was
divided initially between Harold Ickes the head of the Public Works Ad-
ministration, and Hopkins Ickesheaded the Advisory Committee on Allot-
ments (ACA), charged with recommending projects for the presdent@
approval and thuswith substantial control over the amount and types of
work. Hopkinswas placed in charge of the newly created Works Progress
Administration, which wasto oversee the certification processfor work and
to ensure that work projectsemployed relief labor, but with little control
over prOjeCtS Ickes@vison of the new works program com prised capltal
intensive public worksthatwould be GelfliquidatingOBbeventually earning
back the revenue needed to undertake them. Hopkins@vison wasa pro-
gram thatputasmanypeople to work asquickly and with aslittle overhead
aspossble. In the battle for control, Hopkinshad the advantage: he had a
track record of spending money, having already funneled through the
FERA and the CWA mostofthe fundsallocated to Ickes@PWA. Besdes, the
FERA was already overseeing numerouswork projectsof a labor-intensve

Genuinely seeking work.OBy 1931 these transitional benefitswere cutback and am eanstest was
applied to applicantsfor them. See, forinstance, D erek Fraser, T he Evolution of the British Welfare
State: A History of Social Policy since the Industrial Revolution, 2d ed. (London: Macmillan, 1984),
chap. 8; and Corrington Gill, Wasted Manpower: T he Challenge of Unemployment (N ew York: W. W.
Norton, 1939), 233£87.

9. Work relief wasalso meant to be different from the degrading Quork testsOadm inistered
bylocalitiesto see if applicantsreally wanted to work. Roosevelt overstated the numberof those
receiving paymentsfrom the QloleGasmostofthe 3.5 million GmployableOpeople receiving aid
supported by the FERA were already receiving emergency work relief (see Roosevelt, AAnnual
Message to the Congress January 4, 19350 For the question of the authority of the Presdent
in determining work relief projects see (Btatement of Rear Admiral C. J PeoplesOU.S. Con-
gress, Senate, Committee on Appropriations Hearingson H. J. Res. 117: A Joint Resolution Making
Appropriations For Relief Purposes, January 29, 1935, (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
O ffice, 1935), 27867; U .S Federal Works Agency, Final Report on the WPA Program (Washington,
DC: U.S Government Printing Office, 1946), 7B15; Donald S. Howard, The WPA and Federal
Relief Policy (New York: Sage, 1943), chap. 1; Macmahon et al., Federal Work Relief, chap. 1.
Sherwood, Roosevelt and Hopkins, 65B71; McJm sey, Harry Hopkins, chaps 586; and Anthony
Badger, The New Deal: T he Depression Years (New York: Hill and Wang, 1989), 2008215.
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sort. Only quick action would transfer people from relief to work as the
presdent wanted. The WPA wasfree of Ickes@ ACA in September, when it
was abolished, and the WPA was granted the authority to approve any
projectscosting $25,000 orless Most of the remaining appropriation went
to the WPA, which became synonymouswith the works program .10

Although the Works Progress Administration drew on the CWA and the
emergencywork reliefprogram sunderthe FERA, italso differed from them.
Like the CWA, the WPA wasan operation of the national government and
ultimately of the presdent, who was granted the authority to fund works
projects Bylaw, WPA projectscould notcom pete with private busness and
no more than one family member could receive employment through the
WPA. Although some projects were federally controlled, such asthe arts
writing, and theater projects mostwere proposed by state and local authori-
ties From the outset, getting @n the WPA,Qaspeople often called receiving
WPA employment, typicallyimplied receiving orapplying forlocal relief. As
wasthe case with work reliefunderthe FERA, those receiving WPA work first
had to have their resourcesinvestigated and measured against minimum
budgets This strategy differed from that of the CWA, which drew half its
workersfrom the relief rollsand half from those seeking work through the
U SES By 1936 the WPA waspaying acombination of GecurityOand Qprevail-
ingOwages WPA work wasto be repaid with amonthly securitysum, and the
numberofhoursworked to receive itwere determined by the wagesprevail-
ing for the type of work. WPA workers moreover, were guaranteed a cash
wage, unlike the in-kind paymentsthat some local authoritiesprovided for
work relief funded by the FERA. These wagesvaried according to place and
skill rather than varying according to a family@ Gudgetary deficiency,Obut
aswasthe case for work relief under the FERA, they were generally not as
high asthose available through the CWA.

Degpite delays the program em ployed three million workershy February
1936.11 All sgnsindicated the Roosevelt Administration was strongly com -

10. The WPA was created by way of Executive Order 7034 on May 6, 1935. The Advisory
Committee on Allotmentsincluded variouspeople insde and outsde the governmentand was
to recommend projectsto the presdent. Frank Walker wasin charge of the Divison of Applica-
tionsand Information (D Al), which was to receive suggested plansfor work projectsand pass
them on to the ACA. The ACA and D Al were eliminated in September 1935. See OThe Creation
of the Machinery for the Works Progress Administration. Executive Order No. 7034. May 6,
1935,0in The Public Papers and Adaresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, ed. Samuel |. Rosenman, 13 vols
(New York: Random House, 1938), 4:163E68. Federal Works Agency, Final/ Report, 7EL0; Mac-
mahon etal., Federal Work Relief, chaps 288; and McJim sey, Harry Hopkins, chaps 586. See also,
Harold Ickes The Secret Diary of Harold Ickes: T he First One T housand Days(N ew York: Smon and
Schuster, 1953), 429846.

11. The wages were to vary according to two main dimensons across place and type of
employee. There were small variationsacrossfour regionsof the countryand acrosscounty size
to take into accountcostofliving and greater variationsacrossthe five skill categoriesof wage
employees and between wage employees and supervisory employees Federal Works Agency,
Final Report, 23826, 37941, On wagesof WPA workers, see also, H oward, The WPA, chap. 6. Fora
case studyofsomeone bidding to receive WPAwork, butnotalreadyon relief, see Grace Adams,
Workers on Relief (New Haven, CT: Yale Universty Press 1939), chap. 2. For the influence of
organized labor on the upgrading of WPA wages see McJm sey, Harry Hopkins, 81E83.
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mitted to its works program. Later that year Hopkins published a well-
received book, Spending to Save, which called on the national governmentto
make a permanent commitment to public employment. Public opinion
favored the program; people typically thought that the WPA was doing
valuable work in their communities The 1936 Democratic platform, writ-
ten by Roosevelt, took the Republicansto task for their neglect of Gid to
the destituteOand supported public employment.i2

Degpite public popularity and strong support within the Roosevelt ad-
ministration, the WPA started outon aweak institutional footing. The joint
resolution gave vast discretion to the presdent Bsomething that Congress
would notlikelyapprove on apermanentbass The WPA itself wascreated
by way of executive order rather than legidation, and was sustained by
appropriation acts that included the word @mergencyOin their titles
There wasno entitlementto jobsforindividualswho met standard criteria,
no guarantee of the number of jobsto be created per year, no formula to
allocate acrossthe country the jobsthat were funded. Even with the large
initial appropriation, the level of funding wasnotnearlyenough to provide
ajob with wagesto all the unemployed applying for relief. The WPA relied
on the Roosevelt administration@ desire and ability to gain funds for its
continuance. Amore stable administrative setup, more standardized alloca-
tion of money and jobs and more routinized funding would be necessary
for the program to outlive the Depresson. 3

If these problems were not enough, in the WPAG first two years the
program washeld hostage to the presdent@desre to give the appearance
of closing the budget deficit. Roosevelt had run deficits buthe continued
to balance what he called the Qron-emergencyObudgetannually and made
progressin balancing the overall budget. To that end, although hisdeci-
son wasin part due to increasesin private employment, he cut expendi-
turesfor the WPA in 1936, and both expendituresand employmenton the
WPA continued to drop through the middle of 1937.13 New Deal social
policy planners however, did notwantto end work relief through the WPA,
and soon Roosevelt wasinduced to see thingstheir way.

12. Hopkins Spending to Save. In October 1936, apoll by Fortune magazine asked, 0 you
believe that the WPA has been doing useful work in this locality?0and found that the QesO
answersoutnumbered the MoOanswersby a margin of four to one (Hadley Cantril, ed. Public
Opinion, 193561946 [Princeton, N J: Princeton University Press 1951], 696). The 1936 Demo-
cratic Party platform was explicit about public employment: QVhere busness fails to supply
such employment, we believe that work at prevailing wagesshould be provided.OThe Republi-
can platform criticized New Deal relief policies (Kirk H. Porter and Donald Bruce Jhnson,
National Party Platforms, 184001968 [U rbana, IL: University of lllinoisPress 1970], 360863, 366,
quote on 362). The Republicansand their alliesin the print media tried to m ake a big issue of
corruption and politics in the WPA and rejected work-relief in their platform. Sherwood,
Roosevelt and Hopkins, 81 E86.

13. Cutting expenditureswasrecommended by Henry Morgenthau, the Secretary of the
Treasury. John Morton Blum, Roosevelt and Morgenthau (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1972):Dean
L. May, From New Deal to New Economics: T he American Liberal Response to the Recession of 1937 (N ew
York: Garland Publishing, 1981). See also, McJm sey, Harry Hopkins chap. 6.
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Welfare Reform, Round II: The Spending Solution
and a Program® Progress

In a second wave of welfare reform, the Roosevelt administration under-
sored itscommitment to the WPA and auxiliary program sfor the unem-
ployable. In the midst of an economic downturn on his watch B the s0-
called Roosevelt Depresson beginning in late 1937 B Roosevelt reversed
course. He decided to drop the distinction between emergency and non-
emergency expenditures to forget about making progresson budget bal-
ances and to follow the advice of administration GpendersOThese advi-
sorsadvocated increased governmentexpenditureswithout corresponding
taxation increases Pa proto-Keynesan policy only dightly anim ated by the
theories of Keynes Prominent among the spenders was Hopkins whose
WPA had previoudy suffered from Roosevelt@offeringsto fiscal orthodoxy.
In any case, something new was needed, asunemployment increased by
four million during what the administration euphemistically called a Ge-
cesson.O4

The WPA was a conspicuous winner in the new political economics:
appropriationsfor the WPA increased sharply in 1938. In other ways, too,
the program seemed to be assuming the role originally envisoned foritby
the Committee on Economic Security. A Special Senate Committee to
Investigate Unemployment and Relief endorsed the program, justifying its
continuation despite the payments now being made to the unemployed
through the newunemploymentcompensation programs Another sgn of
the aenson of the WPA was the political rise of Hopkins who, in the
mind of the public, embodied the program and was being groomed by
Roosevelt to become the Democratic nominee for Presdentin 1940. Hop-
kinsand the WPA were also seen ascentral to the administration @Gattem pts
in 1938 to move the Democratic party to the left by aiding New Deal
supporters and attempting to QurgeOconservativesin it. Even after the
seating of the new Congressin 1939, with itsadditional Republican mem-
bers the administration received aimostall of the supplemental appropria-
tionsit requested for the WPA for fiscal year 1940. In 1939, Congressalso
approved amendments to the Social Security Act to extend and expand
programsfor QnemployablesOincluding Old-Age Insurance, Old-Age As
gstance, and Aid to Dependent Children.15

14. For a discusson of these spenders, see Ellis H awley, The New Deal and the Problem of
Mongpoly (Princeton, N J: Princeton University Press 1966); H erbert Stein, The Fiscal Revolution
in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), chap. 6; May, From New Deal to New Economics;
Margaret Weir, Politics and Jobs: T he Boundaries of Employment Policy in the United States(Princeton,
N J Princeton University Press 1992), 34B41; and Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform: New Deal
Liberalism in Depression and War (N ew York: Knopf, 1995), chaps 486. For an analyssof unem-
ployment in this Gecesson,Osee Lester V. Chandler, AmericaG Greatest Depression, 192991941
(New York: Harper & Row, 1970), chap. 3.

15. U.S Congress Senate Special Committee to Investigate Unemployment and Relief,
Unemployment and Relief: Report (16th Congress 1st Sesson, January 14, 1939), 386; May, From
New Deal to New Economics; Macm ahon et al., Federal Work Relief, 1408942; Porter, Congress and the
Waning of the New Deal, chap. 4; Sherwood, Hopkins and Roosevelt, 91E99.
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The WPA and New Deal social policy generally was fortified further by
way of administrative reorganization, which was central to Roosevelt®
QhirdON ew D eal, beginning in 1937. One ideabehind the third New D eal
was to safeguard the social welfare initiatives of the first two New Deals
Although dramatic and controversal legidation to reorganize the govern-
mentfailed in 1938, the Rooseveltadministration wasable to passreorgani-
zation legidation in 1939. Though less far-reaching than what had been
initially proposed, the Executive Reorganization Act of 1939 enabled the
presdentto gain the authorityhe needed from Congressto consolidate his
ocial spending programsand he promptly submitted two reorganization
plansi6

Under the first plan the WPA, now renamed the Work ProjectsAdminis
tration, wasincorporated asapermanentbureau and placed with the Public
WorksAdministration in the newly created Federal WorksAgency. National
administrative practiceswere catching up with national spending initiatives
Another change sgnaled the WPAGB routinization. A lightning rod of criti-
cism in the agency@®@form ative years Hopkinshad been elevated to Secre-
tary of Commerce, mainly to cleanse him politically for an expected pres-
dential run in 1940. To replace him Roosevelt chose the anodyne Army
engineer Col. FrancisH arrington overardentN ew D ealer Aubrey William s
In hisbudget message of 1939, the presdent employed a distinction be-
tween @xtraordinaryOand O)rdlnaryOexpendltures thistime claiming that
the extraordinary category wasto be apermanent partof the budget. The
new fiscal thinking and the adm inistrative reorganization waspartofalong-
term commitment to the programsof the work-relief policy.t?

The WPA itself underwent significant centralizing changesand rational-
ization. In the early yearsof the program, state and local relief agencieshad
complete responsbility for certifying eligible workers This was far from
optimal, introducing much inequality and some corruption into the pro-
gram. In response, the WPA, through Adm inistrative Order No. 65 in 1938,
assumed responghility formaintaining referral standards In the Emergen-
cy Relief Act of 1939, the WPA gained greater authority: the process of
certificationsof need for WPA work were confined by law to the purview of
the WPA and public relief agencies authorized by it. In turn, the public
relief agenciescould now only refer workersto the WPA, the latter having
the final responsghility for certification. The agenciescooperating with the
WPA also rationalized their procedures so that by 1940 the WPA dealt

16. All reorganization planssubmitted by the presdent, under the new law, would go into
effect unless explicitly rejected by bhoth houses of Congress The following account is drawn
from Barry D ean Karl, Executive Reorganization and Reform in the New Deal: T he Genesis of Adminis
trative Management, 190001939 (Cambridge, MA: H arvard U niversity Press 1963); Richard Po-
lenberg, Reorganizing Roosevelt® Government, 1936651939 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1966), chap. 9; Porter, Congress and the Waning of the New Deal, chap. 5; and Sdney M.
Milkis, The President and the Parties: The Transformation of the American Party S/stem since the New
Deal (New York: Oxford University Press 1993), chaps 5£6.

17. Orhe Annual Budget MessageO(January 5, 1939), Public Papers of Franklin Roosevelt
8:36 B63; Milkis, The President and the Parties, chap. 6; Stein, T he Fiscal Revolution in America, 124;
Macmahon et al., Federal Work Relief, chap. 6.
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Table 2. Social Spending Hforts, Selected Countries, 1938

Year Percent of GDP Percent of
Government Spending

United States 6.31 29.4
Germany 5.59 18.7
United Kingdom 5.01 17.5
France 3.47 11.9
Sweden 3.15 17.8
N etherlands 1.98 10.2
[taly 1.80 7.3

Note: For the European countriesthe data are from Floraetal. Social spending, which they call
Gocial security,Gisdefined aspublic money expended on social insurance and social assistance
programs The figures for Germany are for 1935. The figures for France, Sweden, and the
Netherlands are based on central government expenditures for social security and public
health policies European spending istaken asa percentage of grossdomestic product. For the
United Statesthe data are from Historical Statistics Social spendmg istaken from columns33,
34,39,41,42,47 of the O Oseriesand include spending on Gocial insurance, OQublic aid,dand
Mther social welfare.OThe figuresfor the United Statesare for fiscal year 1939, which began on
July 1, 1938, and are divided by the average grossnational product for 1938 and 1939.

Sources. Peter Flora, JensAlber, Richard Eichenberg, Jurgen Kohl, Franz Kraus, Winfried Pfen-
ning, and Kurt Seebhohm, State, Economy, and Society in Western Europe 181561975: T he Growth of
Mass Democracies and Welfare States(Chicago: St. James, 1983), 376, 381, 387, 391, 402, 405, 408,
412, 428, 431, 442, 446; U .S Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States From
Colonial Times to 1970 (Washington: U.S. Government Printing O ffice, 1975), series F 186, H
32B47, Y 5338666, pp. 224, 341, 1120.

directly with a state-level agencyin 36 states, localitieswere the main refer-
ring agentsin only nine. Congresson itsown also removed some arbitrary
aspectsof the program when itestablished a formula setting the contribu-
tion of project ponsorsat 25 percentof the costof the projectand setthe
hours of WPA work at 130 per month per worker, making it easer to
complete projectsin atimely fashion. Among other things these standards
addressed criticisn sthat WPA officialsfavored some localitiesover others,
that WPA workerswere dackers, or that WPA projectsproduced few useful
results?s

Asaresultof the newprogramsofthe sescond NewD eal and the adminis
trative, legidative, fiscal, and ideological reinforcementsof the third New
Deal, American public spending programs stood taller in @ffortOthan
those of otherindustrial democraciesby the end of the 1930s As Table 2
shows these program saccounted formore than 6 percentofthe U.S gross
national product and almost 30 percent of government spending. The

18. The WPA was handling the certification process by itself in eleven states and the
District of Columbia. U.S NRPB Committee on Long-Range Work and Relief Policies Security,
Work and Relief Policies(Washington: U .S GovernmentPrinting O ffice, 1942),407;U.S National
Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 8, 19; H oward, The WPA, 361E68.
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Through June 1943
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* includes persons employed on WPA projects operated by other Feaderal agsncies.

Fig. 1. Employment on WPA Projects 193581943

Source: U.S Federal Works Agency. 1946 Final Report on the WPA Program
(Washington, DC: U.S Government Printing O ffice), p. 29.

American efforts were greater than those of Sweden, today@ world leader
in social spending, and the United Stateshad overtaken the United King-
dom, which began the Depresson with the world@ most advanced social
spending system.

Atthe end of the 1930s the mostimportantnational spending effort was
in public employment. Some 2.1 million workers were on the rollsof the
reorganized Work Projects Administration in December 1939, down from
of peak of 3.3 million in November 1938, asFigure 1 indicates The WPA
remained concerned with labor-intensive undertakings, mainly construct-
ing or rehabilitating highways, roads streets and public buildings and
making garments of various sorts. All told, the WPA itself accounted for
$1.57 billion in 1939, amounting to 46 percent of social spending and 1.7
percent of GNP. In addition, one million young Americans were working
for the National Youth Administration (NYA) and Civilian Conservation
Corps (CCC), bringing the cost of all national public employment pro-
grams excluding projectsunder the Public Works Administration, to $1.87
billion, or 55 percent of social spending and 2.1 percentof GNP in 1939.19

19. NRPB Committee, Security, Work and Relief, 558, 561. Social spending for the calendar
year istaken by the NRPB committee@definition of public aid, excluding earningsof persons
employed on federal construction projects The GNP is taken from Bureau of the Census
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Table 3. WPA “Man-Years” of Employment and Expenditures for Fiscal
Years (Ending June 30), 1936-1943

Year Man-yearsOof employment Expenditures
1936 1,833,304 $ 1,326,457,262
1937 2,230,843 2,051,890,076
1938 1,934,441 1,735,173,997
1939 2,914,247 2,561,911,030
1940 1,981,562 1,902,929,067
1941 1,660,930 1,787,148,267
1942 963,888 1,225,648,254
1943 270,974 383,298,734
TO TAL 13,790,189 $12,974,456,687

Notes: A On an-yearOof em ploymentisdefined asthe employmentofaworker during a full year.
The expendituresinclude WPA and sponsorsOfunds

Source U.S. Federal Works Agency. Final Report on the WPA Program, 193561943 (Washington:
U.S Government Printing O ffice, 1946), p. 102.

Problem sremained, however, for the WPAG proponents A key one was
that the WPA did not provide jobsfor all who wanted them. There were
some ten million unemployed in 1939, and the WPA wasemploying only
aboutaquarterof them. Moreover, if one examinesthe Onan-yearsOof jobs
provided by the WPA, even atitspeak in fiscal year 1939, the program never
provided a year@worth of work for more than three million2° (see Table
3). And the program wasnot particularly fair, favoring male family heads
overfemale ones and, in manyplaces white over black Americans Nordid
the program end Gelief.OIn 1939, general relief was far from negligible,
accounting forabout13 percentof social spending and about.5 percentof
GNP. Approximately 1.7 million people were receiving general assstance.
[tsadministration varied widely, with some statesproviding it through new,
state-level Departmentsof Public Welfare, while othersdelegated local au-
thorities great control in the manner of the old poor laws Although the
federal government had severed itsconnection to the dole, as Roosevelt
demanded, relief for @mployablesOat the state and local levelsremained
substantial 2!

Anotherpotential problem wasthat WPA jobsand fundswere notevenly
distributed acrossthe country, nor did they follow a set of standards that

Historical Statistics, series F1, p. 224. The GNP was $90.5 billion in 1939. These definitionsand
figuresare used in the following paragraphs See also Howard, The WPA, 854E67; Chandler,
AmericaG Greatest Depression, chap. 3.

20. NRPB Com mittee, Security, Work and Relief Policies, 558. H oward, The WPA, 854867; U .S.
Bureau of the Census Historical Statistics of the United States From Colonial Timesto 1970 (Washing-
ton: U.S Government Printing O ffice, 1975), 357.

21. NRPB Committee, Security, Work and Relief Policies, 560E61; U.S. Bureau of the Census
1975, Historical Statistics, 224 ; Brown, Public Relief, chap. 14.
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would justify the differentials Initially the WPA had what it called a quota
of jobsfor each state; later it developed quotasfor fundsto be distributed.
The difficulty here was that the WPA was reluctant to divulge individual
quotasor even the basson which they were formulated. In 1938, Hopkins
testified before a Senate committee that fundswere granted according to
the number of unemployed, the number in need, and fundsneeded for
m aterials Colonel FrancisH arrington, Hopkins@succesor, told Congress
that fundswere distributed according to the following formula: 40 percent,
population; 40 percent, unemployment rate; 20 percent, WPA discretion.
Neither statement, however, was supported by evidence. Congress how-
ever, could not agree on an alternative formula to standardize the alloca-
tion of jobhs22 WPA wages, too, varied in ways that were difficult to justify.
WPA officials divided the country into three wage zones based on differ-
encesin incomes among regions Actual wage variations however, went
beyond these federally desgned differentials Most southern states for
instance, paid wageslower than one would expect for their incomes be-
cause their ability to control the design of projectsensured that they rarely
included high-wage work.23

The New Deal reformers were well aware of discrepancies and other
problemswith the WPA. In response, they soughtto modify the program to
provide more jobsto all those who needed them and to increase wagesin
low-wage areas Many thought that World War Il would present the oppor-
tunity to strengthen the WPA and other New Deal social programs, how-
ever, such planswere rejected in a third wave of welfare Geform.0

Welfare Reform, Round lll: Plans to Complete Work and Relief
Policy Encounter Hostilities

Following the fall of France in June 1940, Roosevelt, preoccupied with the
war effort, turned his attention away from social policy. Later that year,
however, he instructed the National ResourcesPlanning Board (N RPB) to
plan national social and economic policiesfor postwar America. Reformers
based in the NRPB and in the Social Security Board undertook or spon-
sored a number of investigations of the social spending system and pro-
posed changesin it

The mostimportant of the N RPB-sponsored reports Security, Work and

22. Monthlyorsemi-monthly quotaswere given by the WPA to state WPA offices In March
1936, forinstance, WPA quotas specified the maximum number of workersto be employed for
each half-month through June (U.S WorksProgress Administration, WPA Progress Report, April
15, 1936 [Washington, DC: U.S Government Printing Office, 1936]). The evidence suggests
that a state® share of overall Gnan-yearsOof WPA employment closely reflected that states
population asa share of overall population (Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 36 E87). See
also, Howard, The WPA, 5958604.

23. The variation in wages across regions was not as great as the variation across wage
classes For the breakdowns see Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 25. For an analyss of
differences in average wages across states see Edwin Amenta and Jane D. Poulsen, CSocial
Politics in Context: The Institutional Politics Theory and State-Level U.S Social Spending
Policiesat the End of the New D eal,O Social Forces75 (1996): 33560.
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Relief Policies, waswritten by the Comm ittee on Long Range Work and Relief
Policies which had been asked to survey work and relief programs and
redesgn them. Begun in June 1940, Security, Work, and Relief Policies was
submitted just before the bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941,
Unlike the 1935 Report of the Committee on Economic Security, the N RPB com -
mittee@ report could reflect on the nation@ recent experience with an
array of social spending programs24

In the 1941 report, relief, social insurance, and public employment pro-
gram swere all considered to be componentsof what the committee called
Qublic aid.OlIn usng thisterm the committee made no distinctions be-
tween the social insurance and meanstested program sof the NewD eal and
certainly did notintend to marginalize the latter. Indeed, the committee
recommended upgrading public assstance. Echoing the sentimentsof the
Committee on Economic Security, the NRPB committee called for the
assurance of an American standardOof economic security as a right of
every citizen. By thisthe committee meant that all should receive at least
the minimum wage aslegidated in the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act.25

The main way to ensure economic security wasto provide work for those
who needed it, and s the committee concerned itself foremost with mea-
suresto guarantee full employment. Following the conventional economic
thinking of the day, the committee expected that unemployment would
reemerge after the war and that businessactivity alone would not provide
fullemployment. Onlyvigorousand sustained governmentspending would.
Like the Committee on Economic Security before it, however, the N RPB
committee did not think undirected government spending would be suffi-
cient. Rather,itsawdirectpublic employment, aswell aspublic works, asthe
best way to counterunemployment. Everyone who needed ajob and could
notfind oneshould be provided onebythe government, asamatterofright.

The committee@ vison of public employment for America was a
strengthened and rationalized verson of the WPA. The committee pro-
posed the permanentplanning of projects mainly the labor-intensve WPA-
type project, but also the large-scale, capital-intensive sortsof projects car-
ried out by the Public Works Adm inistration. Unlike the WPA, work on
these projectswould be withoutameanstestand smilar to private em ploy-
mentin wages hours and work conditions The committee proposed to
pay the prevailing wage where wageswere high, asin the industrial N orth,
and the so-called security or minimum wage where wages were substan-
dard. To ensure the guarantee to work, the committee called for the rem ov-
al of state and local public relief officialsfrom the processof asigning jobs

24. For a dissusson of the NRPB and itscommittee, see Marion Clawson, New Deal Plan-
ning: The National Resources Planning Board (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press
1981); and Philip W. Warken, A History of the National Resources Planning Board (N ew York:
Garland Publishing, 1979). For the sgnificance of the planning board for postwar American
liberalism, see Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform, 245863. See also, Edwin Amenta and Theda
Skocpol, (Redefining the New D eal: World War Il and the Development of Social Provison in
the United StatesOin Politics of Social Policy, 81B122.

25. U.S NRPB Committee, Security, Work, and Relief Policies, 514 B15.
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because of the arbitrarinesswith which these agencieswere thought to act,
and instead called for a nationalized United States Employment Service
(USES) =0 that the unemployed would not have to apply for relief to get
work, asthey did under the WPA.26 Privately, Presdent Roosevelt referred
to the NRPB@ @randiose sshemesOand he marginalized the Board during
deliberations on the postwar welfare state during the spring and fall of
1941. But hisobjectionswere to such NRPB proposalsasgovernment un-
derwriting of businessinvestment and public-private joint ventures, not to
public works In fact, hismain charge to the NRPB during the early war
yearswasto compile a reserve of potential projectswhich could be under-
taken to counter postwar unemployment. He even admonished the Board
in 1942 for spending too little of itsfundson the development of public
works.27

Degpite strong support from the Roosevelt administration, social spend-
ing programsand initiativessuffered a terrible defeat after the electionsof
1942. In fact, the period running from the end of 1942 until the beginning
of 1945 was the worst of any of the Roosevelt years for social spending
policies Against the hopes of reformers Congress rolled back the New
Deal. The earliestand most devastating lossesaffected longstanding public
employmentprograms Even if unemploymentwere to drop to the level of
the 1920s New Dealersexpected that there would still be aneed for three
or four million people on national employment programs But as the war
effort absorbed many unemployed and drove people who had not sought
wage work during the 1930sinto the labor m arket, the public employment
system wasdismantled. The attack on the system gained real momentum in
the wake of the 1942 congressonal electionsOdisastrous results for the
Democrats Rooseveltgave the WPA an honorable dischargeOat the end of
the year, and it completed itsoperationsin 1943.28 There would not be a
fourth New Deal. Before explaining this historical trajectory of welfare
reform, itisworth reflecting on the characteristicsof New D eal social policy
asitstood atthe end of the 1930sand speculating aboutwhatitmighthave
become if it had been completed.

What Sort of Social Policy Did the New Deal and the WPA Provide?

Current debatesin social science have focused on differencesin the type
and nature of social spending systems According to Gista Esping-
Andersen, rich capitalistdemocracieshave produced three distinctive Quel-
fare state regimesO social democratic, conservative corporatist, and liberal.
The social democratic regime, most closely approximated by modern Scan-
dinavia, isbased on the principles of universalisn and Qlecommodifica-
tionO D the latter meaning that private markets play a minimal role in
workersOlives Social rights extend to the middle class The conservative
corporatist type, seen in Austria and France, is universal, but solidifies

26. Ibid., 523E04.

27. Michael K. Brown, CBtate Capacity and Political Choice: Interpreting the Failure of the
Third New D eal,0 Studies in American Political Development 9 (1995): 1878212,

28. See, Federal Works Agency, Final Report, V.
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status distinctions between groups It also upholdsthe traditional family,
with one male breadwinner bringing home a family wage. The liberal wel-
fare state is devoted to making markets run smoothly and has a large
private component. The United States and most other English-speaking
countries are typically deemed to approximate liberal welfare states?®

Ann Shola Orloff has criticized Esping-Andersen@ decomm odification
standard asheing inapplicable to circum stancesof genderinequality, forit
ignoresthe autonomy-granting potential forwomen of paid work aswell as
the social organization of non-market domestic and caretaking work. She
proposesinstead the more general criteriaof GccessOand Gutonomy.OShe
notes that for many women, access to paid work can provide autonomy
from unequal domestic relationshetween men and women. Under Orloff@
criteria, both decommodification andaccessto paid work can provide au-
tonomy for workers30 O ther scholarsof American policy focuson the type
of domestic state America devised in the 1930s Ira Katznelson and Bruce
Pietrykowski have argued thatin the late 1930s American policy embraced
two distinct modelsof state intervention in the economy. They argue that a
QiscalistOm odel, located primarily in the Bureau of the Budgetand focus
ing on countercyclical fiscal and monetary policy, defeated a Qevelopmen-
talOmodel, located primarily in the NRPB and focusing on direct govern-
mentintervention in capital and labor markets The WPA would seem to
stand somewhere between these models It certainly had an impact on
labor markets and public employment projectscould easly be integrated
into NRPB proposalsfor government-directed infrastructure development.
On the other hand, public employmentcould also be construed ascoun-
tercyclical spending. It certainly received a boost when administration
spenders first caught Roosevelt@ attention in 1938.3!

These ideal typesand analytical criteria, however, beg the question of
what sort of social spending system wasproduced overall by the New D eal.
Did the WPA and New Deal social policy approximate one or more of
Esping-Andersen@ main types? The standards of autonomy and access
moreover, can be extended to groups beyond women, such as African
Americansand immigrants Did the program enhance autonomy and ac-

29. Gista Esping-Andersen, Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism (Princeton, N J: Princeton
University Press 1990), 26E29, builds on the famous distinction between OnstitutionalOand
GesidualOwelfare statesfirst proposed by Richard Titm ussin Socia/ Policy (N ew York: Pantheon
Books 1974). Esping-Andersen seesthe conservative corporatist regime asstanding som ewhere
between the social democratic and liberal regimes For an analyssof hismodel, see Charles
Ragin, O\ Qualitative Com parative Analysis of Pension System sOin Methodblogical Advances in
Comparative Political Economy, ed. Thom asJanoski and Alexander Hicks (New York: Cambridge
University Press 1994), 320845.

30. Ann Shola Orloff, GBender and the Social Rights of Citizenship: The Com parative
Analyssof Gender Relationsand Welfare States OAmerican Sociological Review58 (1993):303£28.
Hercritique impliesamore negative evaluation of the conservative corporatist regime, insofar
asitdiscouragesthe participation of women in the paid labor force. See also, O rloff, @Genderin
the Welfare StateO Annual Review of Sociology 22 (1996): 51678. On decommodification, see
Esping-Andersen, The T hree Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, chap. 2.

31. Ira Katznelson and Bruce Pietrykowski, (Rebuilding the American State: Evidence
from the 1940s0Sudies in American Political Development 5 (1991): 301£09.
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cess?Did itundermine oruphold economic and statusdistinctionsamong
groups? How fair was the WPA and associated program s?

New Deal social policy doesnot easly conform to any of the standard
welfare state regime categories because it washased on work and means
tested relief. Though never reaching the standardsset by the New D ealers,
work and relief were to be provided asa matter of right, thusconstituting a
repudiation of market mechanisnsstanding alone. The government took
the responsbility to employ workers deemed @mployableOwhen the pri-
vate m arket failed.32 Citizensin Qinem ployableOcategorieswould also have
rightsto stipendsif they fit standard criteria Dsuch asbeing aged or the
head of a family that had no breadwinner. Though based on need, the
policywasnotdesigned to be resdual in nature. Norwasitmeantto punish
or stigmatize those who benefitted from it or to force them to take low-
paying work. In thisway the work and relief program s diverged from the
locally funded and controlled pre-Depresson relief system they were de-
sgned to eclipse.

The WPA program also provided an alternative to menial labor available
through the private market. According to the Emergency Relief Act of
1939, workerswere required to accept offersof private employmentonly if
thatemploymentpaid prevailing wages In 1939, QinskilledOwork constitut-
ed about 70 percentof all WPA employment, and wagesfor thiswork were
largely in line with those of the private market. After WPA workers were
required to work 130-hour months in September 1939, average wages
dropped to 44 centsper hour; but even thiswasabout 85 percent of the
average entry-level pay of common laborersin 1940 ©51 centsper hour.
WPA work also attempted to include many of those who would otherwise
be in the middle class at higher wages, and professonal work was more
represented among WPA work than the distribution of WPA recipients
would warrant.33 The private component of thisprogram and New D eal
social policy generallywasminimal. All of these characteristicssuggest that
the WPA and New Deal social policy incorporated social democratic ele-
ments However, because the policy wasincomplete and under-funded, the
reality only approximated the ideal type.

In other ways the WPA was a program that incorporated conservative
agpectsof the corporatist welfare state regime, especially regarding gender
relations. The policy wasbhased on the idea that satisfactory jobs through
the private economy were likely to be scarce. Like the rest of the New D eal,
the WPA adhered to the concept of the family wage, enforced by the
stricture thatonly one familymember, usually expected to be aman, could

32. Workersbegan to feel asthough the provison of work wasa right. See Lizabeth Cohen,
Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 191961939 (N ew York: Cambridge University
Press, 1990), chap. 6.

33. Thisact reinstated the initial 1936 federal regulations which had been diluted some-
what by the Emergency Relief Act of 1937. Job access was also mitigated by the 1939 act®@
stricture that those working more than eighteen monthscontinuousy were to be autom atically
dismissed and not reinstated for thirty days See Howard, The WPA, 491, 517820. For the wage
ratesand employment by wage classes see Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 23825, 37941,
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receive WPA employment. In this way the program by desgn fortified
power relationshipswithin a standard nuclear family, in which the husband
was expected to be the wage-earner and the wife to take charge of home
life.3 New Deal work and relief policy more generally drew linesamong
citizensbetween those considered high priority for paid work Bthe @&m-
ployableOBPand low priority Dthe Qnemployable.OThe WPA wasto pro-
vide work and wagesfor the first group, otherswere to receive stipendsthat
were expected to sustain the person or household, but were not asgener-
ous In this way, the policy legitimated work among some groups and
discouraged work among others

To ascertain the fairnessof the program requiresexploring who, exactly,
gained the privilege of WPA employment. Officially, the WPA was ada-
mantly opposed to discrimination of most kinds Throughout the 19305
the no-discrimination pledge wasmade explicit for anumber of potential
labor sources including Gace, creed, color, or any political activity,Oyet
some official restrictions and favoritism did find their way into law. O ver
the life of the WPA, emergency relief actsapplied restrictionson employ-
ment to aliens; in 1939 even legal aliens were bharred from WPA jobs
despite the objectionsof the Roosevelt administration. At the same time,
the emergency relief actsprogressvely preferred veteransor their wivesss

Itisimportant to consdernotonly official statementsof policy but also
the two processesthat determined whether individualswould actually get
to work on the WPA. In the first process individualshad to apply for relief
and WPA work, be referred to the WPA, become certified for WPA work, be
selected forit, and be kepton the list. To get work they had to passaneeds
test administered by local relief offices Next, they had to be deemed
@mployable,Oamore subjective determination, and their skill level had to
be ascertained and rated. At any stage, individualscould be discouraged,
obstructed, or rejected. In the second process state and local governments
proposed projectsand had them funded or rejected by the WPA. Govern-
ments might design projects that limited who could work on them. For
example, a state that designed few sewing projects Dthe largest em ployers
of women Bwould be more likely to have fewerwomen doing WPA work. In
short, officially mandated fairnessin the program wasundermined by state
and local officialswho had great control over the certification process for
potential WPA workersorover the designing of projects Groupsalso could
be subject to favoritisn or biasfrom WPA officialswho reviewed certifica-
tions setemploymentquotas influenced project proposals and chose the
projectsto be funded.

Most WPA jobswent to men of a certain age and family status Men on
the WPA were dightly older on average than those in private employment,
reflecting in part the preference of private employersfor younger men. In

34. See, for instance, Mirra Kom arovsky, 7he Unemployed Man and His Family: T he Effect of
Unemployment upon the Status of the Man in Fifty-Nine Families(N ew York: D ryden Press 1940); and
E. Wight Bakke, The Unemployed Worker: A Study of the Task of Making a Living without a Job (N ew
Haven, CT: Yale University Press 1940).

35. Howard, The WPA, 285886, 30366, 325£81.
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1938, legidation stipulated thatarecipienthad to be atleast eighteen years
old. Younger people had their own work and training programs D the
National Youth Administration and Civilian Conservation Corps D de-
sgned to provide aid and training and to delay the movement of young
peopleinto the paid labor force. In addition, headsof familieswere given
preference for WPA work over sngle men. The preference of the WPA for
older men had itslimits however. Until legidation in 1939 prohibited the
excluson of people sxty-five years and older, older men were routinely
purged B Geparated,Oto use the official terminology B from the WPAG
rolls. WPA officialsviewed the aged aseligible for and more suited to old-
age pensons After 1939, although older workerscould not he summarily
dismissed, they were not encouraged. In 1939, men sxtyfive years and
olderconstituted 4 percentof the labor force, butonly 1.6 percent of WPA
employment; still, the median age of men on the WPA was 39.4 years, in
February 1939, more than three yearshigher than the median age of men
in the labor force. Generally, the WPA supported and elevated the statusof
men heading households dissouraged older men, and designated young
men and those without familiesasnot suitable for WPA employment.36

Women received WPA work atamuch lower rate than men and atalower
rate than one would expect given women@ representation in the work
force. Thiswasdue to the restriction on employment to one family mem-
ber and also to the WPAG vison of what constituted Gmployability.OlIn
1939, for instance, women made up one-quarter of the private labor force
butcomprised only 13.1 percent of WPAQ certified work force. Like their
male counterparts the women on the WPA tended to be headsof house-
holds WPA women, moreover, were clustered in the Divison of Women®
And Professonal Projects, which included most so-called service projects
Most semi-and unskilled women working on service projectswere engaged
in so-called welfare projects The most sgnificant of these, asalready men-
tioned, were sewing projects which produced garments and household
items and were such an important part of the WPA that they were pro-
posed by state-level organizations rather than local ones Being sex-
segregated, they reinforced the distinction between men@and women@
work. Like aged men, women with children butwithouthusbandswere not
encouraged to take WPA jobsand were presumed by WPA officials to be
better candidates for categorical assstance than for WPA work. The WPA
sometimesprovided employmentin caseswhere statesor localitiesdid not
provide Aid to Dependent Children, but that wasnot the WPAQG prefer-
ence.3”7 As with men sxty-five years and older, Congress provided that
women with dependent children could not be barred from WPA employ-
ment.

36. Federal Works Agency, Final Report of the WPA, 42P43; Howard, The WPA, 429E84. The
median age of men on the WPA rose as war-related employment hired away younger men.

37. The WPA did notkeep separate statisticsconcerning women with children and without
hushandsin the home, butadmitted itspolicy openly. Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 44D
45, 67B71; Howard, The WPA, 429E84.
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Whether the WPA served to ameliorate race stratification and whether
the program was(airOin thissense dependson whatone meanshy fair. Did
African Americansfare better with WPA work than theywould have relative
to the private labor market or with other program s?Did African Americans
asgroup do aswell aswhite Americansunder the program ?Did the WPA
fundamentally challenge the racial caste system of the South, asitsradical
eligibility criteria and relatively high wage ratesmightlead one to believe?
Did the program promote segregation orintegration? N eedlessto say, the
answers to these questionswere not the same.

In terms of overall representation, the figures suggest that the WPA
served to ameliorate racial stratification. African Americans were more
highly represented on WPA rolls than in the general population. Black
Americansconstituted 14 percent of WPA employeesin 1939, whereasthe
proportion of nonwhite personsin the labor force wasabout 11 percentin
1940. During the war years the percentage of African Americansworking
for the WPA increased steadily. The wagesthat African Am ericansreceived
through the WPA were likely to be higher than wagespaid on the private
market. In the South, blacksconstituted a higher percentage of WPA work-
ersthan relief recipients suggesting the WPA was providing a better deal
than what otherwise would have been available by way of public policy.
Furthermore, African Americanswere highly represented in the WPA pro-
gramsof southern cities, again being @verrepresentedOin relation to their
share of the population (asRichard Sterner describesit) in 14 of 22 large
southern and border state citiesin 1941. In outdoor WPA projectsin the
South, men of both racesworked sde by sde.38

Thissaid, these figuresmask other waysthat the program failed to reduce
inequalitiesand, in many cases reinforced them. Blackstended to suffer
higher rates of unemployment than whites s being overrepresented in
the WPA work force did notmean over-representation with respectto need.
Generally speaking, blacks earned less than whites because they lived in
low-wage countiesand only rarely found work on the higher paying profes
sonal and service projects African Americans fared much better in the
urban South than in the rural South, where the proportion of African
Americansreceiving WPA work relative to their representation in the popu-
lation fluctuated wildly, indicating clear local disrimination. African-
American women were doubly disadvantaged in the rural South, adding
racial discrimination to one program @ biasesagainst female family heads
Sewing projects were both sex- and race-segregated.3® All in all, the pro-
gram eased some racial inequalities butdid notchallenge the racial order
in the South, asthe more radical plansofthe NRPBcommittee mighthave,
byguaranteeing anational standard of living for everyone, backed by feder-
al enforcement.

38. Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 45. Richard Sterner, The Negro® Share: A Study of
Income, Consumption, Housing, and Public Assistance (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1943),
chap. 13.

39. Sterner, The NegroG Share, chap. 13.
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Thisaccountof three periodsof welfare reform and the character of the
WPA and American social policyin the Roosevelt era suggestsanumberof
further questions Why did the United Statesdevelop a work program and
place it at the center of its social reconstruction efforts whereas other
countriesdid notfollow thislead?Why did the program take the form that
itdid Bnational funding of projectsmainly proposed bylocal governmen-
tal agencies? Why did the program employ such limited numbers of the
unemployed? Why did the WPA have the historical trajectory thatitdid B
begun during the second New Deal of 1935, cut back in 1936, sharply
expanded in 1938, and ultimately dishanded in 1943? Why was it dis
mantled, when other programs of the New Deal era merely had their
funding cut? In the next section, we address the first set of questions
concerning why the United Statesdeveloped the WPA, who washehind its
construction, and what accountsfor itshistorical trajectory.

EXPLAINING THE RISE AND HISTORICAL TRAJECTORY OF THE WPA

We argue thatpolitical institutions state bureaucrats, and partisan regimes
had the greatestinfluence on the WPA. First, however, the mostprominent
alternatives should be addressed briefly. Although some argue that U.S.
social policy, and thusthe WPA, wasspurred mainly by the Depresson, the
dump wasalso severe in many countries that had neither extensve work
relief norincreased social spending. Also, despite the Depresson, Hoover
dragged his heels on relief, and Roosevelt did not propose permanent
reformsuntil the worst wasover. In any case, the social emergency might
have been addressed solely by way of temporary fundslent or granted to
the states and localities as through the FERA.40 Another argument sug-
gests that reform groups such as the Townsend Movement, Share Our
Wealth, an unemployed workersOmovement, and a resurgentlabor move-
ment, had the greatestinfluence on Depresson-era American social policy.
Yet the Townsend Movement was focused on old-age pensons and Share
Our Wealth was more interested in soaking the rich and providing cash
stipendsrather than work. The unemployed workersOm ovem ent waslarge-
ly demobilized in 1935. Organized labor also had little to do with the
origins of the WPA. AFL leaders criticized WPA because of its GecurityO
wage; they much preferred the CWA with drevailingOwages and because
recipientsdid not first have to apply for relief.41 In short, while both the

40. See Christopher Leman, CPatternsof Policy D evelopment: Social Securityin the United
States and Canada,OPublic Policy 25 (1977): 261801; and Fred Block, OThe Ruling ClassDoes
Not Rule,O Socialist Revolution 33 (1977): 6ER8. For crossnational evidence, see Peter
Gourevitch, Politics in Hard Times: Comparative Reponses to International Economic Crises (1thaca,
NY:Cornell Universty Press 1986). Foracomparison of the United Statesand Great Britain in
the adoption of Keynesan deficit-spending techniques see Margaret Weir, Odeasand Politics:
The Acceptance of Keynesanism in Britain and the United StatesOin The Political Power of
Economic | deas: Keynesianism Across Nations, ed. Peter A. Hall (Princeton, N J: Princeton U niversity
Press 1989), 53£86.

41. The classc statementabout the role of proteston politicscan be found in Frances Fox
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Depresson and social movementsput pressure on the government to ad-
vance social policy, theydo notaccountforthe type and degree of response
that occurred.

Divisions of Authority in a Political System

We argue that political institutions shaped the process and prospects of
changing social policy. Like other scholars, we focusin parton the degree
to which powersare divided in a given political system. The more political
authorityisdivided, the lesslikely far-reaching and coherentpoliciesof any
kind are possble because divided political institutionsoffer numerousveto
pointswhere strongly organized anti-social policy groupscan prevent the
enactment of new legidation. According to thisline of thinking, presden-
tial systems are more likely than parliamentary systems to thwart small
majoritiesin favor of spending legidation. Federalisn hasa smilar effect,
aslower levelsof government must often approve or cooperate with major
innovationsin public policy.42

The U.S polity is fragmented in extreme and well-known ways The
United Stateshasa presdential system, with separationshetween the exec-
utive and the legidative branches The U.S Congressisitself broken up
into dominions The House Ways and Means Committee and the Senate
Finance Committee have great powersover social spending bills Billscan
also be tied up in various subcommittees or the Rules Committee. The
Senate invokes the ultimate delaying tactic B the rule that a 60 percent
majorityisneeded to close debate. Each of these worksto the advantage of
those wanting to stall or dilute comprehensve social legidation. What is
more, legidatorsrepresent districts not parties giving them alocal rather

Piven and Richard A. Cloward, Poor Pegple Movements: Why T hey Succeed, How They Fail (N ew
York: Random House,1977), chap. 1. Foranalysesof theinfluencesof the Townsend Movement
and Share Our Wealth, see Edwin Amenta, Bruce G. Carruthers and Yvonne Zylan, QA H ero
For the Aged? The Townsend Movement, The Political Mediation Model, and U.S Old-Age
Policy, 193481950,0 American Journal of Sociology 98 (1992): 308889; Edwin Amenta, Kathleen
Dunleavy, and Mary Bernstein, (Stolen Thunder? Huey Long® Share Our Wealth, Political
Mediation, and the Second New D eal,OAmerican Sociological Review59 (1994):6788702. On the
unemployed workersOm ovement, see Steve Valocchi, Olhe Unem ployed WorkersOMovement: A
Reexamination of the Piven and Cloward ThesisO Socia/ Problems 37 (1990): 191£205. On
organized labor, see the CBtatement of William Green,OU.S. Senate, Com mittee on Appropria-
tions Supplemental Hearings, Emergency Relief Appropriation, February 12, 1935, 278946. Schwartz,
T he Civil Works Administration, chap. 4; Macm ahon et al., Federal Work Relief, 52863 ; H oward, The
WPA, 215E16.

42. See, for instance, James G. March and Johan P. Olsen, Orhe New Institutionalism:
Organizational Factorsin Political Life, ODAmerican Political Science Review78 (1984):734949; and
Theda Skocpol, Bringing the State Back In: Strategies of Analysisin Current Research,Oin
Bringing the State Back In, ed. Peter B. Evans Dietrich Rueschmeyer, and Theda Skocpol (Cam -
bridge: Cambridge Universty Press 1985). Alexisde Tocqueville, Democracy in America (Garden
City, NY: Doubleday/ Anchor Books 1969), first analyzed the impact of American political and
administrative decentralization. Foritsimpacton social politics see Ellen Immergut, The Politi-
cal Construction of Interests: National Health Insurance Politics in Switzerland, France, and Sweden
(New York: Cambridge Universty Press 1992); Sven Steinm o, Taxation and Democracy: Swedish,
British, and American Approaches to Financing the Modern State (N ew Haven, CT: Yale University
Press 1993); and Huber et al., (Bocial Democracy, Christian D emocracy, Constitutional Struc-
ture and the Welfare State.O
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than national orientation. The constitutional separation of powershetween
the legidature and the executive branchesiscompounded by the existence
of courtswith powersof review. On top of that, there are the separationsof
powersin each state, and each state, county, and city hassome authority
over social spending program s43

Although thismulti-faceted separation of powersisan enduring fact of
American political life and cannot explain why the United States took
world leadership in social spending during the New Deal, the divison of
authority hasimplications for the making of American public policy. Be-
cause the various U.S political actors have different constituencies any
truly national social spending in the United Stateswill likely be led by the
presdent. Unlike other political actors, the presdent hasa national con-
stituency and can demand and direct the administrative meansneeded to
run modern, national social policies44 With its patchwork-quilt of local
constituents, Congressmust be induced to go along. Because of itsrepre-
sentative structure, itsdivisonsof authority, and the constant need to find
coalitionsfor legidative action, Congressisinclined to promote divishility
in any benefits it legidates, through the time-honored practice of log-
rolling. Even a pro-social spending Congress will provide money more
readily for sub-nationally controlled social policyand promote incremental
change Ba difficult route to the end of national social policy.

Democratic Political Institutions and Public Social Provision

We argue that a more central institutional influence concernsthe role of
everyday people in political life. Following V.0. Key, we argue that the
prevalence of democratic proceduresin political decison-making will in-
fluence the range of possbilityin social spending. Where poor people are
notsubstantial partsof the electorate, politicianswill have little incentive to
appeal to them and will have little reason to supportextensve social policy,
such as through the WPA.45 Democracy in America has had a peculiar
career Dearly to develop, late to complete, especially in the South where
African Americansand poor whites were disfranchised in late nineteenth

43. For the classc statementaboutthe divison of authorityin the U.S political system, see
Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies(N ew H aven, CT: Yale U niversity Press,
1968), chap. 2. On the horizontal and vertical dimensons of federalism, see Paul Pierson,
Dismantling the Welfare State? Reagan, T hatcher; and the Politics of Retrenchment (N ew York: Cam -
bridge University Press, 1994), 32£85.

44, AsStephen Skowronek argues, the presidencyisin partan order-shattering institution.
Skowronek also argues that the presdency is orderaffirming and order creating. See
Skowronek, The Politics Presidents Make: Leadership from John Adams to George Bush (Cam bridge,
MA: Harvard Universty Press 1993), chap. 2. We argue that to create national social policy,
presdentsmust work to create national bureaucratic authority and to wrest power or potential
power from the Congressand state and local governments On the conflict between the pres-
dentand the party organizationsthat typically control Congress see Milkis, The President and the
Parties.

45. V.0. Key, Southern Politics in State and Nation (N ew York: Knopf, 1949), chap. 14. Key
argued especially that disorganized, one-party politics was unlikely to produce public policy
serving the interestsof ave-notsObut also addressed the excluson issue, (30788). Fora cross
national analyssof the role of democratic institutionsin the adoption of core social insurance
programs see Hickset al.,, Orhe Programmatic Emergence of the Social Security State.O
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century. Many potential voters in the North, too, were dissouraged by
restrictionson the franchise during the Republican-dominated Gystem of
1896,0asWalter D ean Burnham hascalled it. O thers immigrantsand their
children, were ineligible to vote.46

Although the South remained under-democratized during the 1930s the
peculiaritiesand rhythmsof democracy in America influenced New D eal
policy. In keeping with thisexplanation, the elections between 1928 and
1936 may be seen asonesof democratic upsurge. Most of the electoral
realignmentin favorofthe Democratsheginningin 1928 and culminating in
the overwhelming majoritiesof 1936 wasdue notto votersswitching parties,
butto previoudydiscouraged orineligible voterswho nowvoted D em ocrat-
ic.47 Continuing electoral excluson in the South, though, presented a
condgstent drag on the momentum of U.S social policiesand the WPA.

The Impact of State Actors and Previous Programs
on New Deal Welfare Reform

Theodore Lowi and Theda Skocpol, among others have argued that social
policiesproduce their own politics According to the conceptof (political
learning,Ofor instance, state administratorspuzzle over the experiencesof
previousprogram sastheydeviss newonesoraugmentexisting ones Previ-
ouspoliciesmayalso produce bureaucratic capacitiesthatm ake some types
of future policieslikely and other typeslesslikely. Also, the general public
may refuse to supportsocial spending program sif the relevantagenciesare
not staffed professonally.48

Much of the evidence about the construction and character of the WPA
fitsthese arguments ExpertssStuated within the state developed the social

46. J Morgan Kousser, The Shaping of Southern Politics: Suffrage Restriction and the Establish-
ment of the One-Party South, 188001910 (New Haven, CT: Yale Universty Press 1974); Walter
Dean Burnham, Critical Elections and the Mainsprings of American Politics (N ew York: Norton,
1970), chap. 4; Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, Why Americans Don@ Vote (N ew York:
Pantheon Books 1989), esp. chaps 2 and 3.

47. Burnham, Critical Elections; Kristi Andersen, The Creation of a Democratic Majority, 19280
1936 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1979). The sheer number of people participating
in the presdential election leptfrom 36.8 million in 1928 to 45.6 million in 1936 (Bureau of the
Census Historical Statistics, 1076, 1078). The switching of partieswasnot negligible, however,
especiallyamong African American voters, who went from strongly pro-Republican to strongly
pro-Democratic in the North after the electionsof 1932. H arvard Sitkoff, A New Deal for Blacks:
T he Emergence of Civil Rights as a National Issue, Vol 1: T he Depression Decade (N ew York: O xford,
1978), chap. 4; Nancy J. Weiss Farewell to the Party of Lincoln: Black Politics in the Age of FDR
(Princeton, N J Princeton Universty Press 1983).

48. Theodore J Lowi, (Four System s of Policy, Politics, and Choice,OPublic Administration
Review32 (1972):2988810; Theda Skocpol, (Political Response to Capitalist Crisis: N eo-Marxist
Theories of the State and the Case of the New D eal OPo/mcs:andSoaetle (1980): 155€001;
Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers, intro. For a discusson of Qolitical learning,Osee Hugh
Heclo, Modern Social Politics: in Britain and Sweden (N ew H aven, CT: Yale U niversity Press 1974),
chap. 6. More generally, statist arguments typically hold that states can have their own func-
tions missons and interests Theirindependence orautonomyisusually defined asthe ability
of state actorsto create independent strategiesof action. In democratic and capitalist societies,
the state can be consdered autonomous when it can create strategies independent from
capitalistsand organized businessgroups political parties, interestgroups movementorganiza-
tions, and public opinion (see Skocpol, (Bringing the State Back InQ).
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spending programsof the New Deal. Notably, FERA officials mainly for-
mer social workers devised the work program. Moreover, previouspolicies
influenced the formsof programs The Committee on Economic Security
and NewDeal plannersmainly endorsed program sthat had existing politi-
cal and bureaucratic backing.

The Committee on Economic Security (CES) began itswork in August
1934. Itincluded committeeson unemploymentinsurance, old-age securi-
ty, medical care or health insurance, and public employment and public
assstance Daswell asan executive committee. CES staff com mittees were
dominated bygovernmental expertswhile the decison-making committees
included both governmental expertsand political appointees Given the
high priority of the issue of public employment, the deliberationsover the
WPA actually preceded those over the economic security legidation. Before
the CESbhegan work in August, the planning of the WPA wasdom inated by
FERA officials Rooseveltmetinformallyon thisissue over the summerwith
Hopkinsand Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, with assstance
from FERA staffers Harold Ickes the Public Works Adm inistrator, was
actively involved, and became more so during the autumn.4®

Questionsof work and relief were central to the initial thinking of the
committee. Indeed, Quarantee of workOand GeliefOwere among the four
approachessuggested byexecutive secretary Witte for possble adoption by
the CESin itsoverall vison of economic security. Coordinating, funding,
and promoting meanstested program sacross the country, the FERA staff
had an excellent overview of the advantages and disadvantages of these
programs They also had substantial control over the issue in the CES
FERA officialsheaded both the staff and decison-making committeeson
the issue and FERA officials were well-represented on each. Soon, FERA
officials gained even greater control when the committee on public em-
ployment and assstance was removed from CES auspices much to the
dismay of Witte. In late November 1934, a memo to the presdent was
drafted by the FERA staff outlining recommendations for the public em-
ployment program .50

49. For the CES, see Witte, The Development of the Social Security Act. For the early delibera-
tionson the work program, see Macmahon et al., Feceral Work Relief, 25828, 57. Some memos
importantto the story of the creation of the WPA can be found in (Recordsof the Work Projects
Administration,ON ational Archives Record Group 69 (hereafter abbreviated NA, RG).

50. The other two approacheswere Gocial insuranceOand Gnnuity,Osee Witte@ (Possble
General Approachesto the Problem of Economic Security,O(Aug. 16, 1934). NA, RG 47, box 1,
file 8. For the reportsof the Committee on Public Employmentand Relief, see NA, RG 47, box
1, file 2. Emerson Ross@ initial report (Relief, Employment, and Retraining in Relation to
Economic SecurityOisdated August 13, 1934, NA, RG 47, box 21. For the breaking away of the
publicemploymentand reliefgroup from the CES, see Witte, T he Development of the Social Security
Act, 11B12, 31. Aubrey Williams an assstant administrator of the FERA, wasnamed the chair-
man of the Technical Board committee on public employment and assstance. Also included
were Corrington Gill, another assstant administrator of the FERA, and Howard B. Meyers, of
the FERAGDivison of Research and Statistics FERA Assstant Administrator Jacob Baker also
made a number of proposals for a work program. Hismemosare housed at the Franklin D.
Roosevelt (FDR) Library, Hopkinspapers container 49, Mr. Jacob Baker@Memoranda on G
National Work Program.@The FERAG Rosswas placed in charge of staff studies wasaided in
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The nature of deliberationshad a great impact on what was proposed.
Assembled hastily, the CES mainly backed proposalsthat had prior study
and national bureaucratic backing. And prior study and bureaucratic back-
ing were mutually reinforcing, asthe reform proposalsbenefiting from the
greatest previous analytical attention also had support in the FERA. In
many cases the CESand Roosevelt merely extended and ratified legidative
proposalsdeveloped in CongressPproposalsto supportand buttressexist-
ing programscontrolled at the state and local levelsof government. Mem -
bersof Congress especially from statesthathad already adopted programs
in turn were aided and advised by state-level administrators Wherever
states and localitieshad begun to develop programs national legidation,
generated before the creation of the CES recognized this The CES pro-
posals for unemployment compensation, Old-Age Assstance, and Aid to
Dependent Children gave the lower levelsof government large degreesof
bureaucratic and fiscal control.

The impactof state- and local-level precedentscan be seen bycomparing
other program s Unlike the power-sharing programsof the Social Security
Act, the two major national innovationsof the second New Deal Bpublic
employmentand Old-Age Insurance Bhad feworno state and local prece-
dents Permanent public employment programs were never part of the
policy makeup of statesand localities Although states and localities had
been involved in cyclical, cost-effective public worksin the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries these programs focused on the content of the
projects more than on the employment they generated. The states and
localities developed various works projectsduring the Depresson only as
stopgaps not permanent policy. In any case, by the time Roosevelt took
office these unitsof government had reached their fiscal limits5! The way
was clear for the large scale experimentsin national public employment
that began with the Civil Works Administration in the winter of 1933 and
1934, followed by the more elaborate and institutionally stronger Works
Progress Administration. Smilarly, many states had developed means
tested old-age pensonsby the middle of the 1930s butnone had adopted
Old-Age Insurance.

The stuation of the program salso reflected their prioritiesin the plans
of the Roosevelt administration. The program swith both the greatest and
lowest priorities had the greatest national controlsin them. Because the
reliefofemployable people wasperhapsthe mostcrucial political and fiscal
issue hefore the country, the Roosevelt administration needed to take
charge of it. FERA officialshad learned from experience that it was diffi-

turn by a considerable FERAfinanced staff, and produced a report entitied, O\ Permanent
Program of Public Employment and Relief.0

51. Leah Hannah Feder, Unemployment Relief in Periods of Depression: A Study of Measures
Adopted in Certain American Cities, 185761922 (N ew York: Sage, 1936). Amy Bridges A City in the
Republic: Antebellum New York and the Origins of Machine Politics (N ew York: Cam bridge U niversity
Press, 1986). On the state and local work relief programs, see Macmahon et al., Federal Work
Relief. On the fical crises of the states see Irving Bernstein, A History of the American Worker;
1920D1933: The Lean Years(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1960).
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cult getting statesand localitiesto agree to conditionson grants The old-
age insurance program washoth gamble and experiment. The administra-
tion was willing to risk national old-age insurance being declared uncon-
stitutional, which itwasunwilling to do forunemploymentcompensation, a
power-sharing program with higher political priority.

Itwasnotthe case, though, that state bureaucratsand previousprograms
determined entirely the course and nature of New Deal social policy. Al-
though a work strategy was chosen over capital-intensive public worksin
part because a work program was easer to execute for a weak American
state, that wasnotthe only reason. After all, there were few existing admin-
istrative capacitiesfor a national work program before the New D eal, and
partof the reason concerned politics Private interestssoughtto deflectany
public works with great money-making potential. In addition, the govern-
ment officials and experts who provided most of the ideas behind the
programsof the sscond New D eal were notlong-time civil servants Indeed,
the early years of the New Deal asa whole was a sethack for civil service
appointees as Congressexempted most new agencies from merit system
regulationss2 Hopkinsand hisassociates were engaged in a political pro-
jectand not merely an administrative one. For these reasons statist argu-
mentsmust be supplemented with argumentsconcerning political parti-
sanship.

Reform-Oriented Regimes and the Progress of Work-Relief Policy

The overall historical trajectory of the social legidation and the WPA large-
ly followed partisan politics Yet current versons of these arguments are
deficient. According to most theoriesof electoral partisanship, a country@
party system and the type of regime in power are crucial to explaining the
development of public social provison. Most specificationsof these argu-
ments suggest that the United States without a socialist party, would see
social policy gains when its center party, the Democrats takes power.53
Although the New Deal did occur with the Democratsin control of the
government, they remained in power when the WPA wasended and other
social spending program swere cutback. Other scholarsargue thatbroader

52. Paul P. Van Riper, History of The United States Civil Service (Westport, CT: Greenwood
Press, 1958), chap. 13.

53. The social-democratic model, developed by John D. Stephens hashad a particularly
powerful influence on thinking about the welfare state. Thisthessholdsthat the earlier and
more extensvely thatindustrial workershecome organized in centralized unionsand in social
democratic parties and the more frequently that these partieshold office, the ssonerand more
extensve the developmentof the welfare state (John D. Stephens The Transition From Capitalism
to Socialism[London: Macmillan, 1979]). For a review of the research on thisthess see G;sta
Esping-Andersen and Keesvan Kershergen. GContem porary Research on Social Democracy,0
Annual Review of Sociology 18 (1992): 187E208. For partisan characterizations of U.S political
partiesand those of other rich capitalist democracies see Francis G. Castles and Peter Mair,
Qeft-Right Political Scales: Some GExpertOudgm ents O European Journal of Political Research12
(1984):73E88; Alexander Hicksand Joya Misra, (Political Resourcesand the Growth of Welfare
Effort: The Case of Affluent Capitalist D em ocracies 196051982 ,0American Journal of Sociology 99
(1993):668B710; Huber, Ragin, and Stephens (Social Democracy, Christian Democracy, Con-
stitutional Structure and the Welfare State.O
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social and political coalitions especially including expertsand organized
labor, are required to enact far-reaching social spending policiess* How-
ever, there were fewoutsde expertscalling for the WorksProgressAdminis
tration or anything like itin the 1920s and organized labor wasnot fully
behind itat first. Furthermore, during World War Il New D eal social policy
wasrolled back despite the resstance of acoalition of organized labor and
policy experts

Many aspectsof American party politicselude partisanship perspectives,
which expect parties to appeal to votersideologically through programs
Partiescan also rely on supporterswho desire atronage,Osuch asgovern-
mentjobsorcontracts, and such partieshave been prevalentin the Ameri-
can setting. Asmany U.S political scientists have argued, people working
for these organizationstypically do so to further their material postion in
society, not to pursue an ideology or program of reform .55 D avid Mayhew
claims that patronage-oriented parties avoid programmatic social policy
because theyfind professonal bureaucraciesthreatening. Social insurance
and social assstance programs require trained and qualified workers to
operate them, and s their supporters seek to legidate merit-based hiring
practices When they are successful, a letter of recommendation from a
party notable no longer constitutes a ticket to a government job.56

An alternative isto provide patronage opportunitiesthrough social poli-
cy. Such programsmay win the support of patronage-oriented politicians
who are favored or expect to benefit. Yet that strategy bringsitsown prob-
lems The programswill most likely be opposed by othersnot so favored.
Providing patronage opportunities often comesat the expense of setting
up professonal bureaucracies and the efficient running of a program.
Most of all, a program designed in such a way opensitself to charges of
corruption and unfairnessand mayend up becoming discredited in public
opinion.

For these reasons, partisanship and political coalition theories require

54. Esping-Andersen, Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, chap. 1. O rloff, The Politics of Pen-
sions, chap. 2.

55. For notable arguments about GnachineOor patronage politics see Harold Gosnell,
Machine Politics: Chicago Model 2d ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1968); Edward C.
Banfield and James Q. Wilson, City Politics (Cam bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1963);
Martin Shefter, CParty and Patronage: Germany, Italy, and England,OPolitics and Society 7 (1977):
404E61; and lra Katznelson, City Trenches: Urban Politics and the Patterning of Class in the United
States (N ew York: Pantheon, 1981).

56. Mayhew refersto these asQraditional party organizationsOand definesthem asautono-
mous long-lasting, hierarchical, seeking to nominate candidates for a wide range of public
offices and relying substantially on material incentives (Mayhew, Placing Parties in American
Politics[ Princeton, N J Princeton University Press, 1986], 19E20). He also argues(292894) that
the leaders of patronage-oriented party organizations are inclined to avoid programm atic
benefitsbhecause the kind of person attracted to patronage partiesisunlikely to be sosmeone
with an urge to build programs pro-spending groupslike the labor movement cannot easly
exercise influence in them, and these partiespromote issue-lesspoliticsand dissourage profes
sonal bureaucracies, while creating a political culture of pesimisn about the utility of
government.
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some revison to explain the historical trajectory of U.S social policy and
the WPA. According to our institutionally-revised partisanship argument,
we anticipate public spending gainswhen what we call reform-oriented regimes
take power. Because of institutional variations, however, taking power in
the American contextusuallymeansmore than having aDemocratic exec-
utive and a mere Democratic majority in the legidature. At the national
level, a pro-social spending regime requires the election of a reform-
oriented presdent anda Qro-spendingOCongressonal majority. Below we
detail the requirementsof each.

Apresdent@orientation toward reform islikely to have a keyimpacton
ocial spending programs Presdentscan employ persuason or favorsor
their influence over public opinion to convince wavering legidators to
support a domestic program. But what islikely to induce the impulse to
support social policy in a presdent? A few thingscome to mind. First, a
presdentislikely to be reform-oriented if affiliated with a party in favor of
social spending and unaffiliated with a party opposed. Second, a pres-
dent@ orientation to reform dependson the number and degree of alli-
anceswith pro-spending organizations ranging from professonal reform
organizationsto labor unions Third, orientation to reform dependson a
presdent@political history of supporting oropposing social policy. Finally,
the presdenthasto be oriented more toward domestic policy than foreign
policy. Wanting to reform isnot enough, though. Any presdentismore
likelyto succeed with more powerand room to maneuver. These depend in
turn on other variables The greater the electoral majority, the greater the
influence the presdent can have over social policy. A close connection in
the public@ mind to recent presdents from the same party is likely to
constrain a presdent, whereasa lack of connection would not.57

Presdents however, cannotlegidate on theirown and need to be backed
by a large reform-oriented contingent in Congress ItsSze must he such
thatitisable to overcome resstance not only from Republicans but also
from Democratic representativesof undemocratic regimess® Two sortsof
Democrats we argue, were likely to defect from Roosevelt administration-
supported social spending proposals The segmentsof the party most op-
posed to social spending were likely to be found in the South Bwhere, Key
suggests, politics was largely undemocratic and there was little electoral
reason for politicians to promote policies to aid the less well off. In the
1930s, forinstance, 102 House seatswere held by southern Democrats A
second group likely to defect were Democrats from patronage-oriented
parties as suggested by Mayhew. In the thirteen states where these party
organizations flourished, Democratic congressonal representatives might
back social spending programs butitwould depend on the nature of the
program and their potential to control it.

57.0n the maneuverability of presdents see Skowronek, The Politics Presidents Make.

58. For a discusson of sectionalism in America, see Richard Franklin Bensel, Sectionalism
and American Political Development, 1880P1980 (Madison, WI: Universty of Wisonsn Press
1984).



36 EDWIN AMENTA ET AL

Political Forces for Reform and U.S. Social Spending Policy,
1931-1944

By the criteria enum erated above, itiseasy to see that Franklin Roosevelt
wasgoing to be more reform-oriented than hispredecessor, Herbert Hoo-
ver. Hoover was associated with the low-tax policies of the Republican
administrations of the 1920s He was not closely aligned with either the
labor movementor with professonal social reform associations. Although,
like most American presdents of his era, he was more concerned with
domestic than foreign policy, he had no previouspolitical record in favor
of modern social policy; he had held no previouselected political office. As
Secretary of Commerce in the early 1920she had explored modern and
moderate means to fight shortterm unemployment, but his inquiry
stopped short of unemploymentinsurance or large expenditures to pro-
mote direct employment.s®

By contrast, Roosevelt was the nominee of the Democratic party. That
party had not been in the vanguard of national and permanent social
spending reform, butit did have itsadvantages In Congress the Demo-
crats led the fight for emergency relief during the waning years of the
Hooverregime. The nation@strongest social policy advocate, Senator Rob-
ert Wagner, wasa Democratic leader. The party also supported unemploy-
mentinsurance and old-age pensonsin its1932 platform. Most of all, the
Democratic party, unlike the Republican party, wasnotcommitted to poli-
ciesof low taxation and to industrial and financial interest groups. Roose-
velt him self wasan earnest champion of social policy reform asthe Gover-
nor of New York: He had presded over the passage of itsold-age penson
legidation and the reorganization of itsDepartment of Welfare, and wasin
the forefront of providing emergency relief through New York@ Tempo-
rary Emergency Relief Administration. For these reasons, he received sup-
port from many pro-spending people and groups.60

Social spending resultsdepend on both the strength of the reform im-
pulse and the mandate and misson of the presdent. Roosevelt® reform -
orientation wasrelatively strong and consstent, though it varied somewhat
during histwelve yearsin power. It grew stronger ashe sought and gained
the supportof pro-spending organizationsin hisbid for reelection in 1936.
During that election, too, hissupport had become much more polarized
along class lines Near the end of the decade, however, Roosevelt@ top
priority became foreign policy, ashe prepared American entryinto the war
and wasreelected an unprecedented second time. Roosevelt@mandate to
act on hisagenda was probably greater than his social-spending impulse
and certainly more consstent. He wasonly the second Democratic pres-

59. Udo Sautter, Three Cheers for the Unemployed: Government and Unemployment Before the New
Deal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1991).

60. See, for instance, Arthur M. Schlesinger J., The Age of Roosevelt: T he Crisis of the Old
Order; 191961933 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957), 390805; Brock, Welfare, Democracy, and the
New Deal, chap. 4; Hopkins Spending to Save, chap. 3; and Sautter, T/ree Cheers for the Unemployed,
305B13.
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dentof hiscentury and followed twelve yearsof Republican rule Dfreeing
him from the policies of predecessors Hismandate was strong from the
start, ashe won in 1932 with some 57.4 percent of the two-party vote. His
support peaked after the elections of the 1936, which he won with 60.8
percent of the two-party vote and captured all statesbut Maine and Ver-
mont. In 1940 hissupport dropped somewhat to 54.7 percent of the two-
party vote, as eight states joined Vermont and Maine in the Republican
column. In 1944, the totalswere 53.4 percent and twelve stateslost.6!

The presdent needed reform-oriented congressonal majorities how-
ever, to support hissocial legidation Dor to force hishand by proposing
some of their own. For pro-social spendersto control Congress anumber
of thingswould have to happen smultaneoudy. Democrats especially in
the agrarian and non-patronage party West, and third-party candidateshad
to establish a szable presence in Congress Democratswould also need to
win the vast majority of the congressonal districtsin which organized labor
had a substantial electoral presence.62 These contingentshad to be large
enough to overcome oppostion to social spending proposals B notably
from Republicans and southern Democrats Thes institutional impedi-
mentswere SO great that only rarely did these eventsconverge.

From 1931 through 1944 Democrats held majoritiesin Congress but
party fortunesthere varied much more than did the electoral support for
the presdent. The strongest Democratic representation in the Congress
came after the electionsof 1934 and 1936. At the beginning of 1935, the
Democratshad a majority of 216 in the House and a majority of 44 in the
Senate. Thisswing to the Democratsflouted the usual electoral principle
that the presdent@ party will lose seats during off-term elections After
Roosevelt@ reelection landdide in 1936, the Democratic majority in the
House rose to 242 and the majority in the Senate to 60. Although the
Democratslost 70 seatsin the House in 1938, their m ajority was still alm ost
100 and the Democratic majorityin the Senate fell only to 46, an extremely
high level for any period in U.S history. Although the party held its
strength during Roosevelt@second reelection in 1940, in the off-year elec-
tionsof 1942 the Democratic majority in the House dropped to 10 and in
the Senate to 21. In what follows we trace the reform orientation of the
House of Representatives. We do thisnotbecause itismore importantthan
the Senate Bindeed, the institutional barriersto social reform were greater
in the Senate. But the Senate washighly Democratic during our period of
interest, while the partisan make-up of the House varied more substantially
and thuswould be expected to have a greaterinfluence on fluctuationsin
social policy.

To smplifyan analyssofthe supportfor social spending proposalsin the
House, we first isolate Democratic representatives from democratic politi-
cal systems and programmatic, @penOparties and representatives from
radical third-partiesor endorsed by them. According to our revised parti-

61. Bureau of the Census Historical Statistics, 1075, 1077.

62. David R. Mayhew, Party Loyalty Among Congressmen: T he Difference Between Democrats and
Republicans, 194761962 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Universty Press 1966).
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sanship hypothess a Szeable contingent of these gpen and democratic left
legidators are key to support for social spending legidation. Generally
speaking, we expectthem to be stronglyin favor of newpermanentnation-
al commitmentsto citizensin social spending legidation; they are arrayed
appropriately on the far left sde of Table 4. In the middle left-5de of the
table are what we expect to be less reliable allies of public spending.
Patronage-oriented northern Democratsare counted as /eft-moderate, as are
representatives running on both Democratic and Republican party lines
Northern Republicansfrom open party systems, in the middle-right part of
the table, are counted asthe right-moderate. We envison these representa-
tivesassusceptible to influence from the presdentorinsurgents or both.

On the far right Sde are Republicansfrom traditional, patronage party
systems and Democrats from the nondemocratic South. These patronage
right or undemocraticlegidatorsare expected to be the least likely to support
new national commitments in social spending and most likely to fight
them. Also included among these are representatives from conservative
third partiesor who are endorsed by such parties By anti-spenders, we m ean
those likely to be opposed to permanent, national social spending pro-
gram swith generousstandardsin them. Southern Democrats forinstance,
were not averse to gaining national funds raised mainly from a northern
tax base. What they opposed were generous national standardsin social
policyamountsand the national administration of social policy. They also
opposed legidative provisonsbywhich other statescould raise benefitsto a
high level and have an open-ended claim on the public purse. For that
reason, southern Democrats especially the Virginia senators opposed ter-
minating the FERA, which gave the statesgreater control over relief mon-
ies63

The best case for social spending proposalsis for a large open and
democratic left contingent to co-exist with those likely to support them. A
medium-sized open and democratic left group, when faced with lessthan
an overwhelming far-right contingent, isalso expected to produce sgnifi-
cantif lessdramatic gainsin social spending legidation. When patronage-
right and undemocratic representatives are in a majority, we expect anti-
spending legidation.

AsTable 4 shows, the fortunesof these groupsvaried greatly during the
period. The left-wing contingentranged from 28 after the election of 1930
to 106, after the election of 1936. Although the far-left contingent never
outnumbered itsfarright counterpart, at several points Bnotably after the
electionsof 1934 and 1936 Bthe far-left rivaled the farrightin size. In 1935
through 1936, forinstance, the reformershad 99 H ouse seats ascom pared
to 157 for the conservatives and in 1937 through 1938, the difference had
narrowed to 37 seats At other points the left-wing group had a relatively
high number of seats particularlyin 1933 through 1934 and 1939 through
1940. If one addsthe moderate left contingent to the reform sde and the

63. See Edwin Amenta, Bold Relief: Institutional Politics and the Origins of Modern American
Social Policy (Princeton, NJ Princeton Universty Press 1998), chap. 5.
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moderate right to the anti-reform sde, the leftcontingentwasin amajority
from 1935 through 1938. Atother times the left-wing deficit wasless than
one hundred Bnotably from 1939 through 1942. By contrast, after the off-
year elections of 1942 the far-right group by itself constituted a majority,
and the right groupsoutnumbered the left onesby 185 in the House.

The final column of Table 4, labeled QPro-Spender Strength,Oprovides
an overall evaluation of the relative Sze of leftgroupsto the rightones The
evaluations are based not only on the make-up of the House, but also on
the existence of a reformer Democrat in the White House and a heavily
Democratic Senate. The period 193551938 had the largest pro-spending
contingent. Itssze wasmore moderate in 1939D1942 and 19331934, In
each of these OnoderateOperiods the strong pro-spending contingent was
szeable, and the strong anti-spending group held lessthan a majority in
the House. The least favorable period for social policy was 1943B1944,
when the anti-spenderswere in a majority.

The historical pattern of these reform contingentsisclosely reflected in
public social spending innovationsand legidation. After the off-year 1934
elections asfaraspublic social spending proposalswere concerned, Roo se-
veltand other proponentsfor spending reform were in an extrem ely favor-
able postion. From 1935 through 1938, for example, the left groupsnum-
bered greater than the 218 House membersrequired to sign a discharge
petition to bring any proposed bill to the floorof the House. Itistherefore
no surprise that the far-reaching WorksProgressAdm inistration and Social
Security Act were passed in 1935, Moreover, Roosevelt strove to alter the
structure of the executive state and the balance of power among the
branchesof government after the electionsof 1936. With thissortof politi-
cal configuration, the Roosevelt Administration and its supporters could
overcome the oppostion of Republicansand rural Democrats Bon most
isues.

Imm ediately after the electionsof 1936 the Adm inistration saw very few
new successes apparently in contradiction to the expectationsof the argu-
ment. The bid to packOthe Supreme Courtthathad ruled unconstitution-
al much of the first New D eal, wasa conspicuous failure, aswas the 1938
reorganization legidation that was designed to grant great powers to the
national executive. ltwould, however, be amistake to dismissthe important
gains for social policy these gambits made posshle. The attack on the
Supreme Court speeded its acceptance of second New Deal legidation.
Without it much of the second New Deal would probably have followed
much of the first in being ruled unconstitutional. Smilarly, the fight to
rem ake the national executive fell short of passage by only a few votesin
1938. Thisstruggle made posshle the more moderate but still significant
reorganization legidation of the following year Bwhich led to the consol-
idation of the WPA. In any case, the administration@ key losses were not
explicitly on social spending, but on gaining new and general powers for
the executive branch.64

64. On the Supreme Courtand the first New D eal, see Arthur M. Schlesnger J., TheAge of
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According to JamesT. Patterson@famousthess, a conservative coalition
came to power after the electionsof 1938 and sgnaled the end of the New
Deal.55 Although the congressonal alignmentin 1939 waslessfavorable to
social spending than the previousone, as Table 4 shows it was far from
dominated by conservatives And there were minor, but Sgnificant, social
policy successesin the late 1930s Dsuch asthe 1939 amendmentsto the
Social Security Actand increased appropriationsfor the WPA. These gains
owed to the fact that the political right wasnotin amajorityin the House
or Senate. Smilarly, the reform-oriented contingent was still moderately
strong after Roosevelt@ second reelection in 1940. Yet domestic policy
became less central to the presdent® agenda, magnifying the power of
conservativesin Congress

The real ascenson to power of the congressonal conservatives followed
the electionsof 1942, Perhapsbecause of wartime setbacksand hardships,
the Democrats lost many more seats than the presdent@® party typically
losesduring a midterm election. Needless to say, almost all of the losses
were non-southern Democrats And the left-wing congressonal group was
much weaker after 1942 than after the 1938 electionshecause in the latter
year it began in a weaker postion. Moreover, the presdent was almost
entirely consumed with the war and made little effort on domestic policy
asde from taxation. After the debacle of 1942, the New Deal was rolled
back. The WPA wasdischarged, and other programs including the sched-
uled tax increases for Old Age and SurvivorsOlnsurance, were cut.

Thisinstitutionalized verson of the partisanship thesshelpsto explain
the trajectory of the WPA. The waxing and waning of the general reform
orientation of the presdentand Congresshelpsto explain overall develop-
mentsin the WPA and U .S social spending policy. In addition, the institu-
tional limitsto reform-oriented regimesBthe existence of large number of
representatives from undemocratic districtsand from patronage-oriented
politiesBhelp to explain why the WPA wasneverfunded atahigh level. But
thisthessdoesnotexplain why the WPA wasdestroyed during the second
World War, while other social spending program s suffered only cuts

Thisisbhecause analyssisbased on a generic social spending program,
runin aroutine fashion, with benefitsthat are relatively autom atic and few
patronage opportunities Although the WPA constituted the Roosevelt Ad-
ministration@mostextensve social spending effort, itwasnotsuch agener-
ic social spending program. The WPA provided more jobsthan were on the
payrolls of most cities Despite an enormous WPA national bureaucracy
that wascommitted to the program, it was far from autom atic in itsopera-
tion. What must be explained ishow the specific form of the WPA and the

Roosevelt: T he Politics of Upheaval (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1960), chaps 23824. On the bid to
alter the court, see William E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal (N ew York,
1963), chap. 10. On the bid to reorganize the executive, see Karl, Executive Reorganization and
Reform in the New Deal; Polenberg, Reorganizing Roosevelt3 Government; and Brinkley, The End of
Reform, chap. 1.

65. James T. Patterson, Congressional Conservatism and the New Deal: T he Growth of the Conser-
vative Coalition in Congress, 1933D1939 (Lexington, KY: University of Kentucky Press 1967).
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waysin which it wasaltered overtime led to itsdownfall during a period in
which political support for social spending was generally low.

EXPLAINING THE OPPOSITION TO THE WPA AND ITS DEMISE

Why the WPA did not survive in some form to face the postwar world isa
question that is often ignored. It is typically assumed that the WPA was
desgned asexplicitly temporary and thuswould naturally end asthe De-
presson ended. Butneitherthe demise of the WPA northatofthe Depres
son wasinevitable, and neither wasforeseen by policym akersat the time.
Although unemployment did decline during the war years lessening the
immediate need for the WPA, policym akersexpected high unemployment
to resum e after the war; notably, the NRPB Committee saw public employ-
mentand public worksascentral strategiesto counter postwar unemploy-
ment and provide the right to an (American standardOof economic security.

There are many reasons to believe the program could have, or should
have, lasted. After all, the WPA was key to the first welfare reform of the
Federal Emergency Relief Administration and became one of the most
popular programsof the second New Deal. The commitment to the WPA
wasreaffirmed in the recesson of 1938, when New D eal plannersturned to
spending asa solution, focused on social policy generally, and shored up
the WPAGB administrative structure. Even if the WPA had been viewed as
olely temporary, it seemed alikely candidate for extenson given itsenor-
mous public popularity and its provison of aid to thousands of benefici-
aries Eliminating program sisnoteasy. When ithappens itdeservesexpla-
nation. AsPaul Pierson notes eliminating or even cutting social program s
providesdirect and substantial harm to identifiable people, while provid-
ing onlydiffuse ortheoretical benefitsto many.66 Politicianshave adifficult
chore on their hands when they want to destroy existing programs and
need to devise strategiesto shift blame.

The work of historian Michael Katz standsoutin addressng directly the
demise of the WPA. It suggests that work relief isinherently problem atic,
and that the WPA verson of work relief added to the standard problems
Work relief program shave conflicting goals. projectsare supposed to pro-
vide high-quality output, yet employ the greatest number; high wagespro-
vide adisncentive to take private employment, while lowwagesundermine
unions; combining relief with useful job training provesdifficult. Katz ar-
guesespecially that the WPA waslaunched without enough advance plan-
ning and administrative capacitiesto be run properly. He also arguesthat
the political dependence of the WPA, with itsfunding subject to congres
sonal whim, undercut the program. In addition, the criteria for selection
to the WPA, such as restriction of benefits to one family member, were
discriminatory, as would be any criteria that did not provide a job for
everyone who needed and wanted one. Allowing wages to vary acrossthe

66. Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare State?, chap. 1.
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country, as the WPA did, meant that equal work did not result in equal
pay.67

Many of these were indeed real problems The WPA wasbuilt very quick-
lyand ran into numerousadministrative troubles, however, other New D eal
programs had smilar difficulties yet survived. What is more, the WPA
worked from the examplesof the CWA and FERA work relief, wasable to
put a great many to work quickly, and carried on throughout the second
half of the Depresson decade. Katzisalso right that the program discrimi-
nated, especially againstwomen and against African Americansin the rural
South, who were unlikely to be accepted for general relief. But thissort of
discrimination was not unlike discrimination found in other New Deal
programs and was not politically unpopular. In addition, many of the
conflicts within New Deal® work relief program were identified by New
Deal planners who were ready to modify it. The political dependence of
the WPA on Congressisimportant, but why did it eventually turn against
the program ?

Some of the general argumentsdiscussed earlier can also be applied to
the demise or retrenchmentof the WPA. Unemploymentdropped to inSg-
nificant levelsin 1942, eliminating the immediate need for the program
and perhapsthe numbersof people sceing them selvesaspotentially bene-
fiting from it. Lowi argues that distributive programs engender interest
group support, while redistributive programs including most social spend-
ing, do not. The WPA was a meanstested program, the type that ssholars
suggestisthe mostvulnerable in aperiod of retrenchmentof social policy.
Skocpol@arguments about olicy feedbacksOapply to the retrenchment
of programs aswell astheir creation. Lack of administrative capacitiescan
doom aprogram to failure aswell asmake itunlikely thatitwill be chosen
in the first place. AsPierson argues unemploymentistypically temporary,
and o programsfor the unemployed only rarely engender stable interest
group support, making them more vulnerable to retrenchment.68

Although each of the arguments above provides part of the answer, it
semsunlikely thatany one of them can mainly explain the demise of the
WPA. To be certain, the WPA was meanstested. But other meanstested
programs such as Old-Age Assstance and Aid to Dependent Children,
were not attacked by Congressand continued to flourish during the war
and afterward. By the end of the Depresion decade few New Deal social
sending programshad stronger adm inistrative capabilities At the end of
1939, the WPA included some 1800 central or regional administrative em -
ployees with divisonsresponshble for statistics research, investigation, and

67. Michael B. Katz, /n the Shadow of the Poorhouse: A Social History of Welfare in America (N ew
York: Basc Books, 1986), 224884. The two major contemporaneous studies of the WPA B
Howard, The WPAand Macm ahon etal., Federal Work Relief Bwere premised on the organization
lasting for the long run and were completed before itsdemise.

68. Lowi, GFour Systems of Policy, Politics and ChoiceQ Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and
Mothers, intro. Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare State?, 102 £8. Pierson also arguesthat programs
can have Onformation effectsOthat influence bidsto cut them and that mature program s have
Qock-inOeffects that counter bidsto cut them.
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information.6® Unemploymentdropped, but thisdid not mean the end of
unemployment compensation programs, and most experts conservative
and liberal, expected high unemployment after the war. The WPA had
forged relationshipswith local governmentsaround the country, many of
which had benefited from itsspending, and an unem ployed workersOorga-
nization developed around the WPA.

Ourargument for the demise of the WPA buildson previousones but
goeshbeyond them. Certain aspects of the program made the WPA more
vulnerable than other social spending programsby making itsopponents
more determined and supporters more equivocal in their support. The
main features counting against the WPA were the sSze and sope of the
program and the national executive authority it embodied. These charac-
teristics mattered more than the fact that the WPA was a meanstested
program addressed to unemployment. Because of institutional circum-
stancesof American politicsBthe lack of democracy in the South and the
patronage nature of many local party syssemsBthe opponentsof the WPA
had weapons to fight it with. Despite the dominance of the Democratic
party throughout the WPA era, pro-social spenderscould nevercontrol the
governmentand make the WPA secure. O ther aspectsof the program Dits
centralized administration and itsimpact on wages Dmade congressonal
liberalsand organized labor uneasy alliesof the program.70

Determined Opposition to the WPA

Like other meanstested programs such as ADC and O AA, the WPA gave
busnessmen, southern plantation owners and their political representa-
tives a strong motivation to fight the program. In addition, busnessnen
generally opposed any programs that might lead to their paying higher
taxes Also, although the WPA was supposed to avoid work projects that
competed with private business thisline wasdifficult to draw, and capital-
iststypically never thoughtit wasdrawn sharply enough. The WPA had the
added disadvantage of potentially bidding up the wagesof workers A poll
taken by Fortunemagazine in October 1939 asked a sample of businessmen
which of many New D eal measureswas Qhe worst of these actsOThe WPA
came in third (17.1 percent), behind the Wagner Act (43.9 percent) and
the undistributed profits tax (22.5 percent), which was eventually elimi-
nated. Social security came in fifth (3.4 percent).”2 In short, capitalistshad

69. Federal Works Agency, Final Report, 10B13.

70. Foramore comprehensve analyssof Senate roll-call votesand state-level differences
concerning the WPA, see Edwin Amentaand Drew T. Halfmann, Onstitutional Politicsand the
WPA: Voting and State-Level AnalysesO(paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Am eri-
can Sociological Association, Toronto, August 1997).

71. Cantril, Public Opinion, 405. George F Houston, Chairman, Committee on Industrial
Financing, National Association of Manufacturers called for the end of the WPA and the
reverting of relief to the localities (U.S Senate Special Committee to Investigate Unemploy-
mentand Relief, Hearings, Volume 2 [February 28 to April 8, 1938] [ Washington, D C: U.S Govern-
ment Printing O ffice, 1938], 903BL7). On capitalist oppostion to the Social Security Act, see
Edwin Amenta and Sunita Parikh, CCapitalistsDid Not Want the Social Security Act: A Critique
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ample motivation to induce their northern Republican alliesto fight the
program.

Republicans were among the most stalwart opponents of the WPA
throughoutitshistory. In aimostall votesconcerning the WPA, Republicans
provided the greatestoppostion, asakey selection of Senate votesindicates
in Table 5.72 Forinstance, approximately 75 percent of Senate Republicans
supported a failed amendment to reduce the initial appropriation for the
WPA from $4 billion to $2 billion in 1935. And some 73 percent of Senate
Republicansvoted for a failed effort to reduce the appropriation for the
WPA in 1937. Approximately 81 percent of Senate Republicans voted in
favor of the first (failed) effort, in 1937, to induce local sponsorsto contrib-
ute 25 percentofthe costsof the WPA, ameasure thatwould have hindered
WPA spending in manylocalities In 1939, when the opponentsof the WPA
began to draw blood, some 91 percent of Senate Republicansjoined the
successful oppostion to the attempt to restore $150 million to the WPA.73

The wage-increasng and job-providing potential of the WPA made it
threatening to southern political leaders who also fought generous stan-
dardsin O AA and ADC.74 A WPA that delivered on itspromise to employ
all those deemed employable butwithoutjobswould doubtlessconstitute a
tempting alternative to tenant farming and agricultural work. High WPA
wages, consstent work, fair and routinized treatment of recipients and
moves to make the program permanent were all opposed by southern
Democrats They also wanted to prevent excessve sumsheing spenton the
rest of the country. These concerns were balanced only somewhat by the
need of a poor region for federal money.

In its early years southern Democrats tended to support the WPA, al-
though with important exceptions On the bill to halve the initial appro-
priation for the WPA, sosme 22 percentof southern senatorssupported the

of the @apitalist DominanceOThesis OAmerican Sociological Review 56 (1991): 124E09. See al0,
Nancy E. Rose, OMork Relief in the 1930s and the Origins of the Social Security Act.O Social
Service Review xx (1989): 63801, for complaints by busnessmen about work relief before the
WPA.

72. In thisvoting analyss we include non-trivial, Sgnificant and representative votes We
slected the mosthighlycontested WPA votesof theirlegidative sesson, butalso focused on the
contentof votesBlooking for those which appeared to be meaningful indicatorsof supportor
oppostion to social spending. Thisresulted in choosing 9 Senate votesfrom a universe of 70
spread over the duration of the WPAGexistence. The vote totalsinclude legidatorsGndications
of support or oppostion through pairingsand announcementsrecorded in the Congressional
Record. For discussonsof the significance of roll-call votes, see William H. Riker, O\ Method for
Determining The Significance of Roll Callsin Voting BodiesOin Legisative Behavior: A Reackr in
T heory and Research, ed. John C. Wahlke and Heinz Eulau (Glencoe, IL: The Free Press 1959);
Ira Katznelson, Kim Geiger and Daniel Kryder, Q.imiting Liberalisn: The Southern Veto in
Congress, 193301950, Political Science Quarterly 108 (1993): 283E806.

73. Inter-universty Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR), United States
Congressional Roll Call Voting Records, 1789P1991 [Computer file] (Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-
university Consortium for Political and Social Research, 1992); Amentaand Halfmann, Qnstitu-
tional Politicsand the WPA.O

74. JII S Quadagno, The Transformation of Old-Age Security: Class and Politics in the American
Welfare State (Chicago: Universty of Chicago Press 1988).
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reduction, higherthan forDemocratsasawhole (see Table 5). However, an
amendment to the same appropriation that would have provided wages
equal to local prevailing wagesdrew 80 percentoppostion from southern
senators’® In 1937, southern Representativesled by Clifton Woodrum of
Virginia, the chair of a House Appropriations subcommittee, were the
vanguard of a failed charge to reduce the WPA appropriation by $500
million. Southern senators notably James Byrnes of South Carolina, the
head of the Senate Appropriations subcommittee on relief, were in the
forefront of the first movement, in 1937, to require alocal contribution,
initiallyof 40 percent, forall WPA projects Such extensve local cost-sharing
wasintended to reduce federal influence and WPA expendituresasawhole.
Some 55 percentofsouthern Democratssupported thismeasure, com pared
with 36 percentofDemocratsfrom patronage-oriented party system sand 16
percent of Democratsfrom open political and party system s76

Thevoting evidence supportstheinterpretation thatsouthern D em ocrats
were always uneasy with the WPA, especially with the possbhility of a more
nationally-controlled and generous verson of it being made permanent,
and they merely waited for more favorable political conditionsto make a
stand. Byrnes, for instance, demanded the end of WPA appropriationsin
1937, declaring the emergency had passed. All the same, the Roosevelt
administration won the easy passage of itsrequests that year and in 1938,
during arecesson. The adm inistration did not suffer sgnificant defeatson
the WPA until 1939, when Republicanshad a much greater presence in
Congress?” In the 1939 battle to restore $150 million to the WPA, New
D ealersin the Senate, backed by Roosevelt, soughtto regain the full amount
instead of the $100 million that had passed. On the failed amendment to
restore the remaining $50 million, only 36 percentof southern D em ocrats
voted in favor, as opposed to more than one-half of other Democrats
Southern snatorsremained concerned about the effects of the WPA on
wages After prevailing wage requirem entswere repealed in the 1939 appro-
priation bill, 95 percentof southern senatorsvoted againsta suspenson of
Senate rulesto consder a measure to reinstate them. Thisblanketoppos-
tioncamein contrastto the 21 percentofD emocratsfrom open political and
party systems who opposed the suspenson. Southern senators were also
strong supportersofan eighteen-month time limiton WPAemployment. In
July 1939, 73 percent of southern senators, versus 28 percent of other
Democrats opposed an amendment to soften the time-limit passed earlier
that summer.78

75. ICPSR, U.S. Congressional Roll Call Voting Records, 1789P1991, file D ARCS74, votes38 and
24; Amenta and Halfmann, Qnstitutional Politicsand the WPA.O

76. Patterson, Congressional Conservatism and the New Deal, 142843, 170875. The 40 percent
figure waslater lowered to 25 percent. ICPSR, U.S Congressional Roll Call Voting Records, 17896
1991, file D ARCST5, vote 24; Amenta and Halfmann, Onstitutional Politicsand the WPA.O

77. Patterson, Congressional Conservatism and the New Deal, 140941, 234B41; Amenta and
Halfmann, Onstitutional Politicsand the WPA.O

78. ICPSR, U.S Congressional Roll Call Voting Records, 1789P1991, file D ARCST6, votes29, 97,
87; Amenta and Halfmann, Onstitutional Politicsand the WPA.O
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The evidence also supportsthe complementary interpretation that most
southern Democratshecame opposed to the WPA after the Roosevelt ad-
ministration took stepsto make itpermanent. In thisway of thinking, these
politicianssupported alimited WPA at first, but defected later. Such steps
included Roosevelt@executive orderin June 1938 giving WPA adm inistra-
tive employeescivil service statusand hisplacing the WPA in the Federal
Works Agency, created through Reorganization Plan 1, enacted in June
1939.79 In either account, southern Democratsopposed a long-term and
generouswork program with national standardsand control.

Federal control over the WPA and the partisan nature of the Roosevelt
regime posed a more specific threat to political conservatives generally,
including Democratsoutside the South. In 1938, the WPA wasperceived by
many to be the meansby which Roosevelt would (purgeOhisconservative
enemiesin Democratic primaries Hopkinsdid notwant to use WPA funds
to reward Democratsmore concerned with oiling their political machines
than serving the unemployed. In this his views conflicted with those of
Jam esFarley, the head of the Democratic National Committee and a forth-
rightadvocate of employing the WPA to aid regular DemocratsBconserva-
tive and liberal alike. Hopkinshecame eager to deploy the WPA to aid the
NewDeal@alliesand harm itsopponents and the WPA waspotentially an
important tool in political struggles Political organizationscould pressure
WPA workersto canvassor kick back a percentage of their wages, even if
thisdid not succeed at high ratesit might still prove important, as WPA
workersusually greatly outnumbered municipal employees Although Roo-
sevelt@purgeswere unsuccessful in the South and only marginally success
ful elsewhere, non-Democratsand conservative D em ocratsalike feared the
WPA wasor might be used against them .80

The WPA® Executive Control and Impact on Wages

The WPA was especially threatening because of the power it gave to the

executive branch and the administrators of the program. Although some

projectswere federal, the WPA relied mainlyon projectsdeveloped bylocal

and state sponsors Thisallowed them to limit how much would be done_
and who would do it. Yetthe program did notautomatically fund sponsorsO
proposals butmade them compete for WPA grants Denying federal grants
was much easer for the WPA than for the meanstested programs of the

Social Security Act, for which to denyagrantmeantto cut off fundsfor all

of the dependentchildren or aged in the state Ban enormousand poten-

tially sslf-defeating step that the Social Security Board wasreluctant to take.

The kindsof denialspossble for the WPA were smallerand more pointed,

and the threats were accordingly more plausble. By contrast, although

Old-Age Insurance wasa national program with national administration, it
provided benefitsaccording to a formula that wassubject to congressonal

decison, not administrative fiat.

79. New York Times January 11, 1939, 1.
80. The WPA was investigated by congressonal committeesin 1938, 1939, and 1940. See
Howard, The WPA, 587E85; and Charles The Minister of Relief, 202.
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Forthose membersof Congressfavorable to the New D eal generally, but
uneasy abouthidsfor power by the executive branch, the WPA wasa mixed
blessing. Although it had a misson common to social programs of the
period, in the control itprovided to the executive, the WPA also resem bled
the Roosevelt administration@ plans to reconfigure the Supreme Court
and reorganize the executive branch. It should come asno surprise that
the history of the WPA is marked by conservative members of Congress
seeking to reduce the administration@control. Virginia@Woodrum, of the
House Appropriationscommittee, tried everything from devising a formu-
la for the distribution of the WPAG fundsto demanding that appropria-
tionshe made month by month. Sometimesthese attemptsto remove the
administration@ discretion found unlikely allies When Senator Byrnes@
Special Senate Unemployment Committee called for the earmarking of
funds to the states Senator James Murray, Democrat of Montana and
stalwart N ew D ealer, spoke outin favor of the plan.8?

As Katz has noted, the wages of the WPA constituted a double-edged
sword. Employersopposed any wage high enough to constitute an alterna-
tive to the market and treated almost any wage as such a threat. But the
labor movement preferred no WPA at all to one that paid wagesat GeliefO
rates Asit happened, in the partsof the country where the labor move-
ment had little influence, including most of the South, relief wages were
typically offered. More important, when Congressin 1939 set hours for
WPA workersand flattened wage differentialshetween geographic regions
it reduced WPA wage rateswhere labor wasmost unionized. The AFL and
CIO lobbied unsuccessfully for repeal of the 130-hour provison. After-
ward, the AFL found the stuation threatening enough to call aconference
of unionsin Washington to dissuss coordinated action. The AFL autho-
rized itsconstruction localsto make their own decisonsabout striking at
WPA projects,many, representing between 50,000 and 100,000 workers, did
0. After failing to repeal the wage provisons labor turned itsattention to
obtaining alarger appropriation for the Public Works Administration and
forhousng construction Bwhere workerscould be employed underunion
conditionsand without applying for relief.82 3

An alternative source of organized supportfor the WPA wasthe WorkersO
Alliance of America (WAA), led by David Lasser. The WAA wascom prised
entirely of WPA workers, counted some 200,000 membersatitspeak, and
engaged in action in supportof the program. In July 1939, the WAA orga-
nized a one-day strike against the new wage provisons All the same, the
turnout of approximately 50,000 was low, coming asit did in the wake of
threatsto dismissstriking workersand Representative Woodrum Gorder to
compile lists of strikers. Congressonal investigation of the WPA in 1939
and 1940 focused on alleged communist influence in the Worker@ Alli-

81. New York Times January 7, 1939, 1.

82. New York Times July7,1939,1;July11,1939,7;duly17,1939,1; uly22,1939,1. Thomas
A. Murray, presdent of the Building and Trades Council, called for the abolition of the WPA
activitiesin the building and construction field and their transfer to the PWA, Quhere our men
would be employed full time without question under union conditionsO
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ance, and the institution of an eighteen-month time limiton WPA employ-
ment was devised partly to make the organizing tasks of the WorkerG
Alliance more difficult. Such harassnentcombined with the inherent diffi-
cultiesof mobilizing unem ployed workersto m ake WPA projectsunpromis
ing stesfor organization .83

A Program with Patronage Potential Does Not Mean
the Support of Patronage-Oriented Politicians

Despite the effortsof Hopkinsto reduce standard patronage politicsin the
WPA, such politicswere endemic to the program and would have been even
without Farley. State and local officialshad variousmeansofinfluence. All
m ajor state-level officialsof the WPA had to be confirmed bythe Senate, and
by usual courtesy proceduresthe appointeeswere typically favorable to at
leastone of the state@senators Although there were waysto getaround this,
the greatm ajority of state WPA headswere confirmed by the Senate. Patron-
age politicsalso seeped in through the requirement that almost all WPA
workersbe selected from general assstance rolls over which the WPA or
federal governmentgenerallyhad little say. In the South almosteveryone on
general reliefwasplaced there onlyso thattheycould be added to the rollsof
the WPA. If not everyone applying for relief wasguaranteed to getit, not
everyone on relief wasguaranteed WPAemployment. In statesand localities
where many received general relief, nominating people for work relief gave
local political officialsgreatinfluence, even if the WPA had the ultim ate legal
control overcertification.84 Such problem sled reformersto suggest federal
grantsin-aid for general relief, to give ssme federal leverage over the pro-
cess and to connect WPA employment to public employment offices
Furthermore, the WPA wasbound to sufferthe public-relationsproblems
of any program that left great discretion to politics Desgning a social
program aspork maymake iteaserto build acoalition atfirst, aspoliticians
notinterested in the social misson of the program may find a reason for
support. Butdiscretion cloudsthe long-term prospectsof aprogram, forit
may be perceived asunfairorcorrupt, orboth, and lose the supportof the
general public who mightbe otherwise sympathetic. The WPA wasneither
subjectto standard formulasnoradministered undertightmeritstandards

83. Valocchi, Orhe Unemployed Workers Movement of the 193050201; Selden Rodman,
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asother social program swere constrained to be by the Social Security Act
amendmentsof 1939. The Roosevelt administration continued to allocate
WPA jobs according to criteria it never fully disclosed, inviting suspicion
from state and local leaders that they were not getting their fair share.
Inequitiesof whatever sort provided ammunition for WPA@foes who may
have opposed it for other reasons.

Roosevelt had difficult decisonsto make in the thirteen states Mayhew
characterizes as regular organization or persistent factionalism states, where
patronage-oriented political partiespredominated. The administration of-
ten found itselfin astuation where itwasdamned ifitdid and damned ifit
did not run the WPA through the regular Democratic organization. Sup-
porting the regularorganization mighthave been the onlywayto ensure the
votesneeded to continue the NewD eal, butregularorganizationswere often
indifferent or even opposed to the New Deal@ideology. Worse, they were
often corrupt and their administration of New Deal programs tended to
bring discreditthrough bad publicity. Running around the regularorganiza-
tion avoided such problemshbut made the requlars sworn enemies of the
program. Nearly every possble configuration was tried by the administra-
tion, and only a fewworked to the long-term advantage of the program and
social policy generally.

In some cases the administration threw in itslot with corrupt political
machines AsStephen P. Erie hasargued, thisdevil@bargain wasmade in
places where the machine wasdominant in a state consdered electorally
crucial to Roosevelt. The most notorious examples were Frank Hague in
Jersey City and ThomasPendergastin KansasCity. Hague wasthe model of
the urban boss controlling New Jersey@congressonal delegation and its
governor, and Roosevelt probably thoughthe would notwin the state with-
outHague@support. Rooseveltgranted Hague control of all federal patron-
age, and Hopkins appointed Hague® man William Ely as the state WPA
director. Rooseveltalso ignored widespread allegationsof political corrup-
tion in New Jersey, although it was known that many WPA workers were
pressured to contribute a portion of the their wagesto Hague® cam paign
fund. Thisin turn further propped up aregime thatopenly opposed New
Deal laborpolicies8> The arrangement with Pendergast resulted in similar
problems Pendergast gained control byinducing hisalliesSenatorsH arry
Truman and Clark to putforward hisclose friend Matthew S Murray to run
the program. WPA supervisorsworked for the machine and workers were
pressured to vote Democratic. When Pendergast wasjailed forincome tax
evason in 1939, the WPA had to take over itsadministration.8®
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Levels, ed. John Braeman, Robert H. Bremner, and David Brody (Columbus OH: Ohio State
University Press 1975), 407B19; quote on 414,
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At least some key factionswere displeased in almostall of the rest of the
stateswith patronage-oriented parties In lllinois anotherelectorallyimpor-
tant state, Roosevelt chose between the incipient patronage machine of
Mayor Edward J. Kelly of Chicago and the downstate machine of Governor
Henry Horner. Hopkins had tangled with Horner over Illinois@ passing
taxesto payitsshare of FERAIn 1935; after Kelly@landdide victory that year,
Roosevelt, following Farley@advice, sded with the m ayor. Kelly@ally Robert
Dunham was placed in charge and oversaw approxim ately 200,000 WPA
workers. Although there waslittle hard evidence that Chicago D emocrats
contaminated the processes by which workers were declared eligible or
granted WPA jobs the machine wasnotidle. Before elections Kelly added
workersto the WPA rollsto canvassin behalf of Democrats In 1936, two-
thirdsofmachine lieutenantsheld jobsaswelfare and employmentbrokers
Still, the tilt toward Kelly wasnot cost-free, asHorner maintained adowns
tate base of supportand remained governorthrough 1940. Illinoisdeflected
most of the remainder of New Deal social policy.8” Roosevelt also chose
between factionsin West Virginia, where the machinesof GovernorH erman
Kump and Senator Matthew N eely were at war. In 1935, Kump controlled
state relief and Senator Neelycontrolled the WPA.88 |n the stateswhere the
administration chose among warring patronage-oriented Democratic fac-
tions the WPAnotonlyreceived bad publicitydue to partisan abuse, butalso
earned enemiesfrom within the Democratic party.

In placeswhere there were plaushble alternativesto conservative Demo-
crats Rooseveltand Hopkinswere inclined to supportNewD ealers regard-
lessof party labels such asthe Progressvesin Wisonsn and the Farmer-
Labor Party in Minnesota.8* The mostprominentexample of the adminis
tration@aid to non-Democratic New D ealersin a patronage-oriented state
was New York. Roosevelt saw the New York City Tammany machine as a
potential liabilityasMayor JJmmie Walkerresgned in the face of corruption
and graftcharges Bronx Democratic bossEd Flynn and Governor H erbert
Lehman, both alliesof Farley and Roosevelt, hoped to take over Tamm any
them selves But Roosevelt ran the WPA through Fiorello La Guardia, aNew
Deal supporterelected on the Fuson Reform ticketin 1933. LaGuardiawas
granted a separate relief unit for New York City, making the city the forty-
ninth state, asfarasthe WPA wasconcerned, with one-seventh of all the WPA
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expenditures La Guardiahelped the WPA select several successve nonpar-
tisan WPA administratorsBmany drawn from the Army Corpsof Engineers.
In return La Guardia campaigned for Rooseveltand lobbied for New D eal
programs as head of the National Conference of Mayors At Roosevelt@
urging, he founded the American Labor Party in 1936 to provide aliberal
alternative to the Democratic partyin New York City.° The New York City
WPA was run well and relief was generous butno durable pro-New D eal
faction of the Democratic party was built by way of it.

Finally,in some states the Rooseveltadministration neitherwanted to ally
with the existing patronage party organizations nor could it delegate the
WPA to a pro-New Deal political alternative. This was the case in Ohio.
Democratic Governor Martin L. D avey, elected in 1934, waseagerto use both
the FERA and WPA for hisown political ends but wascountermanded by
Hopkins After Davey dismissed the state FERA administrator, Charles C.
Stillman, for refusing to appointhissupportersto FERA positions Hopkins
investigated, placed the national FERA in charge of O hio relief, and rehired
Stillman, who stayed on asstate administrator for the WPA. Later Hopkins
replaced him with D r. Carl Watson, a career welfare workerand an excellent
and neutral relief administrator. In response, however, the regular Demo-
cratsin O hio proved stingyin reliefspending. In 1936, 0hio and Illinoishad
approximatelythe samenumberofpersonson relief, butOhio spentonly58
percentasmuch aslllinois Pennsylvaniahad reliefrolls150 percentgreater
than Ohio@ butspentthree timesasmuch. For their effortsRoosevelt and
Hopkinsgained aDemocratic regime thatopposed all the more the national
NewDeal and waseventuallydidodged by an unfriendly Republican one.9!

Itisprobablyno surprise then that, asagroup, patronage-oriented Demo-
cratswere weaker alliesof WPA spending than membersof left partiesand
Democratsfrom open and democratic states. On one occason, Democrats
from patronage party systems provided greater oppostion to work-relief
spending than all otherDemocrats In February 1937,59 percentofDemo-
cratic senators from the 13 patronage-oriented statesvoted to reduce the
appropriation for WPA, compared to 37 percentofsouthern Democratsand
3l percentofleftpartymembersand Democratsfrom open and democratic
polities (see Table 5). Usually, however, patronage Democrats fell some-
where between southern Democratsand other Democrats An example isa
June 1937 measure to reduce WPA expendituresbhy requiring a 25 percent
local contribution forall projects Of southern Democrats 55 percent sup-
ported the requirement, compared to only 16 percent of left party mem -
bersand Democratsfrom open political system s Patronage-oriented Demo-
crats fell in the middle D36 percent supported the measure.®2 On most
other votes differencesbetween them and other Democratswere lesspro-
nounced, but still evident.
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92. ICPSR, U.S. Congressional Roll Call Voting Records, 178961991, file D ARCS75, vote 42;
Amenta and Halfmann, Onstitutional Politicsand the WPA.O



54 EDWIN AMENTA ET AL

Asaform of patronage, the WPA had attributesthatm ade itlessattractive
to membersof Congress Manyof the negotiationscentral to the WPA were
between the national administration and localitiesand thusran somewhat
outsdetheboundsofcongressonal deliberation. The WPA also had uneven
supportin the two housesof Congress Although the confirmation of WPA
officialsprovided many senatorswith sgnificantcontrol over WPA activities,
itoffered no such advantagesto Representatives The WPA wasinvestigated
in both the Senate and the House, but the House investigation led by
Woodrum was far more mean-spirited. The House wasalso the ste of the
drastic restrictionsenacted aspartof the fiscal year 1940 appropriation bill.
The Senate softened these provisonsconsderably, butlostdecisvelyin the
conference committee when House membersindicated that they would let
the WPA program expire at midnightif they did not get their way.®3

The WPA, then, wasa threat to certain influential groupsand to political
conservatives The centralized aspectsof the program and itsinfluence over
wagesand employment prospectsgave them strong incentivesto fight the
program.ltscongressonal supporterswere am bivalent. Wage ratescould be
made too low,and congressonal supportforthe misson of the program did
not trandate into support for administrative discretion. In addition, the
institutional limitations on pro-spending regimes ensured that the WPA
would notbe funded atan adequate level. These limitationsalso provided a
kind of platform of strength for political conservativesto fight the program
and alteritin waysthatmade itssupportersuneasy with it. All the congres
sonal conservativesneeded were greaternumbersin Congressand plaushble
economic reasonsto end the WPA and during the war they received both.

CONCLUSION

Returning the WPA to the center of the debate over New D eal social policy
forcesa rethinking of U.S public social provison. The political and fiscal
effort spenton the WPA suggeststhat the United Statesdid not setout to
build adivided social security and welfare state. Instead, America began to
build awork and relief state, which according to standard m easuresvaulted
the United Statesahead of other capitalist democracies.

Thework and reliefpolicyalso upsetsconventional understandingsofthe
nature of U.S social policy. The policy had much in common with the so-
called social democratic welfare-state regime, not the liberal regime that
U.S social policyistypicallyconsdered to resemble. For the WPA provided
wages that were often comparable to and sometimes better than those
available in the market. That said, the policy fell far short of promoting
GutonomyOfor all citizens It provided work main|y to married men with
families and often reinforced divisons between Onen@0and Qvomen@O
work. Although the program made some sgnificant inroads into racial
inequalities, it also wasgreatly limited in that respect.

More than that, the WPA stood at the center of what would currently be
called welfare reform. Indeed, there were three separate welfare reform

93. New York Times June 29, 1939, 1; July 1, 1939, 1.
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debates the first resulting in the creation of a work and relief policy, the
second resulting in itsconsolidation, and the third resulting in itsdemise.
Omitting the WPA from the dissusson of the form ative yearsof American
social policy makes it difficult, if not impossble, to make sens of the
debates over other social programs enacted and expanded around the
same time.

Needlessto say, the lack of work on the WPA meansthat social scientists
have spent little time trying to account for it Balong overdue task. The
WPA isexplained best by argumentsrelating to institutional and partisan-
ship theories It wasdesgned mainly by actors within the state apparatus,
especially FERA officials These actors however, were noton abureaucratic
misson, butapolitical one. They were constrained by partisan politicsand
by program salready in existence. The centralized nature of the WPA was
duein partto the fact that there were no permanent work relief programs
run at the state level. By contrast, the Social Security Act@ power-sharing
programs B Old-Age Assstance, Aid to Dependent Children, and unem-
ployment compensation Dhad state and local antecedents.

The legidative trajectory of the WPA can be explained by way of an
institutional modification of partisanship theories The WPA was enacted
and expanded during timeswhen the Democratic party wasin power. The
Democrats unlike the Republicans were not wedded to a policy of low
taxation and thuslow social spending, and the new Democratic presdent
had always been a strong proponent of social spending. Hisopenness to
reform would have meant little, however, without a like-minded Congress
to back him. During histenure in office the fate of the WPA closely fol-
lowed the fate of Geform-orientedOcontingentsin Congress DD emocratic
and third-party representatives from outsde non-democratic political sys
temsand patronage party systems These groupsreached their zenith of
power from 1935 through 1938, making it posshle to create and consoli-
date New Deal social policy. Because there were always many legidators
from the non-democratic and patronage-oriented partsof the polity, how-
ever, the reformers were never fully in control of the government. The
structural hindrancesthat had thwarted social policy before the New D eal
dowed social policy during it.

The WPAG peculiar construction also fostered itsdemise in the middle
1940s apoliticallyinauspiciousperiod during which other social program s
were merely cut or ignored. Because it was the best-paying program, the
WPA wasmore threatening to many capitalistsand other economic elites
For these reasons Republicansand southern Democrats were determined
opponents of a WPA that promised to be long-standing and generous
Because of greatexecutive control over the WPA, conservative politiciansof
all sortsfeared thatitmightbe deployed againstthem. Even proponentsof
the WPA, however, were not happy with the executive control in it. A
supporter of public spending generally, the labor movement feared the
program Gimpacton private wagesand cooled toward itwhen it wasrevised
in 1939 to provide lower wage rates. Although the WPA provided a large
numberofjobs the program elicited uneven support from the patronage-
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oriented party organizationsaround the country. Asa result, the program
gained fewofthe advantagesofitsdiscretionary nature, but suffered all the
disadvantages D especially chargesof corruption and unfairness

That the WPA went to an early grave doesnot mean that research on
NewDeal work programsshould have done the same, however. Scholarsof
comparative social policy and state-building can no longer afford to ignore
these program s To pay attention to the WPA and allied program sisto ask
why the American response to the Depresson differed so greatly from the
responses of other countries and why American policy veered from its
supposedly perpetual OiberalOnature and stingy welfare @ffort.Oln addi-
tion, to take the WPA serioudy means to rethink ideas at the center of
current U.S social policy research, including argumentsabout the origins
of America@two-track social policyand theincompletenessofitsprograms
But the reasonsto pay attention to the WPA are not all theoretical. The
history of the WPA may provide insghtsand lessonsfor those who would
seek to place work at the center of contem porary Am erican welfare reform
efforts 94
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