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The market on the rampage is no respecter of persons. It
wasted fortune after fortune away yesterday and financially
crippled thousands of individuals in all parts of the world. . . .
The market has now passed through three days of collapse
and so violent has it been that most authorities believe tha;,
the end is not far away.™

Inl human terms, the debacle would be devastating and enduring.
Eor millions, the image of prosperity was washed away almost instan-
taneously. They were forced to recognize what had been there all
along, but so effectively hidden from view. A gaping hole had opened
up in the pavement along Easy Street, and in the sobered minds of
multitudes, business and businessmen, speculators and plutocrats—
the cult heroes of the twenties—soon became objects of scorn.

Bernays notwithstanding, friendly giants were becoming ogres
once more. A new publicity machinery that would arise in response to
the wreckage would only add to that impression.

12
The Greater Good

HE ST0CK MARKET crash was but the overture to an extended

period of economic devastation. In 1931, the bond market plum-
meted. A year later, the mortgage market succumbed. By the fall of
1932, both industrial production and national income had fallen pre-
cipitously. Steel plants were running at only 12 percent of capaeity.
Industrial construction had declined to a mere 7.7 percent of its 1929
level. Tnstitutional figures, viewed together, are overwhelming:

Between 1929 and 1933 the GNP fell from $103.1 billion to
$55.6 billion. . .. Between 1929 and 1932 more than one
hundred thousand American businesses failed, the total net
profits of private corporations dropped from $8.4 to $3.4 bil-
Yion, and total industrial produetivity fell off 51 percent.
From 1929 to 1932 the value of both American imports and
American exports declined by more than two thirds.

Beneath the surface of these statistical catastrophes, the human
toll was enormous. The industrial labor market had evaporated, and
by 1932 between 12 million and 17 million people—a quarter to a
third of the American workforce—vwere out of work. Among those still
employed, many held part-time jobs at reduced wages, enduring a
state of relentless insecurity. Farm incore, which had been geverely
depressed throughout the twenties, was decimated even further, falling
from $11 billion to $5 billion nationwide between 1929 and 1932.
Banks were failing, and with them, a multitude of life gavings became
irretrievable. Many people who had ridden the bubble of prosperity
during the twenties were now plunged into desperate times. Homeless
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and hungry, legions of Americans gravitated to shantytowns, scav-
engimg for food. “Never in modern times,” remarked economist Rex-
ford G. Tagwell in 1932, “has there been so widespread unemployment
and such moving distress from sheer hunger and eold.”

The cant of prosperity and the celebration of laissez-fajre capi-
talism—so boisterous only a few years earlier—had vanished. “Bach
of the failures made it harder for some large publie group to get a
living,” observed 8. H. Walker and Panl Sklar, a pair of business
reporters. “In the end 3 majority of the citizens had been more or less
severely hurt by the collapse of the economic machine.” With these
reversals, businesg enterprise, which had served as a spiritual
lodestar during the twenties, fell into widespread disrepute. “ITIhe
people sought to fix the hlame for what was happening,” noted Walker
and Sklar, “and by and large they blamed business. Those who did
not grow actively hostile to business, they added, “came to distrust
business as a trustee of the national economy.”*

Callous to the growing misery around them, business leaders did
little to meutralize these sentiments, nor did many grasp the haz-
ardous social precipice upon which they themselves were perched. As
millions suffered, many corporate masters continued to bring home
exorbitant salaries and bonuses, at the same time contributing little
in the way of taxes. Meanwhile, in public pronouncements they
scolded the government for spending too much money on relief and
called for cuts in already glaringly insufficient social spending.

Amid the cataclysm, few businessmen assumed any obligation to
deal with the social destitution, nor did they wish to see any energetic
governmental response. Walter Gifford, the head of American Tele-
phone and Telegraph spurned the notion of federal aid to the unem-
ployed as a violation of Ameriea’s tradition of unregulated enterprise.
“Federal 2id would be g disservice to the unemployed, or might be a
disservice to the unemployed” he declared before 3 Senate subcom-
raittee in 1931, “[There is » grave danger,” he warned, “in taking
the determination of these things into the Federal Government, I
think the country is built up on a very different bagis,

This was standard fare from American business. As the Com-
nittee on Labor of the House of Representatives debated the possi-
sility of establishing a national old-age pension system—to provide
ressing relief for elderly Americans—John Edgerton, president of
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dav we have before Congress groups advocating the gabs-
- ayf Tederal Public 0ld Age Pensions to be suppor.te oy
s . ropriations. And this at a time when factions In
Fat}o?ala?iﬁatgs are agitating for pensions, old-age compen-
;ﬁzldir similarly-termed dole for the indigent afgoid;he -
, 1 iatl anufacturers,
i Tge' lfizzlg;al O?Stz(;m:;;ﬁr;f E[as made representatiox?s 1;(;
I(ljl:zgr;zs against the social advisability - . . of sulcihana:;:; X
Tt maintains in the first place that such a p o
schome & ot within the province of Congress under the
SCheme' g n by the Constitution; and, addition‘?]ly, 'that
e n o of doles, from the economaic value-pomt, 18 an
- Syitf]]ia Weaken.;ng drain on industry, a deterrent of
Edvfxigxflajl ?migative, and a menace to our competing strength

in the marts of the world.®

Liater that year, Edgerton confided to NAM members Zl;at ho:z;liizs:
j Americans had only themselves to blam€a for their pSult ”
o JObleSS' uel conditions, he instructed, were simply the re 16 of
mer'lt- ot ha Cr: dutifally pra:cticed “habits of thrift and conservatxon.”
f‘hei' :]:: h:a‘rxfl;e away their savings in the stock market or elsewflfre;r
> gbdisdajnfuﬂy “is our economic syste@, or government, -
e lame?”t ;&mid widespread economie distress, prox?ounee
e e atge -onl quickened the spread of anti-business fee@g. .
e the fa]j ofybig business’ public image, rancor g:.ramtatejd
'“ﬁth or administration as well. Though the president d.lv
towar'd o Hoove:;‘oratOry investigations into the canses .of the b.rea.k-
e e, :leshich revealed egregious cases of ﬁnanclal. mampul:l-
fi%:n;(;mz:erﬁuption——he was seen, by anddlllarge, 'zi;m ?eiszcituAé
i edness ar .
i andﬂ“?r;i%‘)ﬁl;eﬁz :hi‘eogsif the United States, t.hey
Shan?ytgwtiz gt)pu?;r sobriquet of “Hoovervilles,” a bitter encomruxa
:: ?;Zﬂ%m whom many held accoiz;ciajﬁ: j:; ;1;;311; ;ZZZ'Z . N
conomy slid, Hoover’s re h the p o
mpi: Izsereputafion in the public mind. Earlier in his career, partie



ularly during his years as secretary of commerce under Harding and
Coolidge, Hoover had been relatively proficient in dealing with the
press, routinely dispensing evidence—in the form of press releases
and official reports—designed to demonstrate the widely hailed pros-
perity. In the process, he gained wedia celebrity as an able “engineer”
of industrial progress, a builder and promoter of economic growth.

As president, Hoover was less aceessible, in keeping with the cus-
tomary bearing of his office. On oceasion he agreed to answer
reporters’ questions, but only if they were submitted to him—in
written form——beforehand.” With the breakdown of the economy, how-
ever, Hoover completely withdrew, He was seen as “uncommunicative,
hostile . . . all but totally estranged from the press.” By the fall of
1931, with the economic situation worsening, his relations with Wash-
ington eorrespondents had, according to one of them, achieved “a state
of unpleasantness without parallel during the present century.”®

Hoover’s publie undoing reached its culmination in 1932, when

he called out army troops, which violently dispersed a peaceful
assembly of unemployed World War I veterans who had marched on
Washington to claim bonuses promised them as a pay adjustment for
their service in the First World War.® When the ragged multitude of
bonus marchers was driven from its encampment amid a fagillade of
fire and gas bombs, Hoover’s public standing reached a low from
which it did not recover. The suffering of the depression was far too
general-—and the Committee on Public Information had done its job
too well during the war—for many Americans not to see the attack
on the Bonus Army as an attack on themselves.

The assault on the Bonus Marchers was the deed of a leader who
was glaringly out of touch with the people and their needs; it aceentu-
ated an already perilous leadership vacuum at the top. Meanwhile, the
population was becoming progressively more jittery. In Europe, similar
conditions provided a breeding ground for fascism. In the United
States, they paved the way for a resounding Democratic victory in the
1932 presidential election and for the emergence of Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt (FDR) and of the “New Deal” that he promised all Americans.

When Roosevelt took office in March 1933, bad times had gotten worse.
“The interval between Roosevelt’s election in November, 1982, and his
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inauguration in Mareb, 1933,” noted historian Wﬂ]ian? Leuchtenburg,
“proved the most harrowing four months of the depression. Tbrfle ﬁegvrs
of hard times had cut national income more th_an half; the cx,',almf of five
thousand banks had wiped out nine million savings aec_ounts.' -

Tagwell, who left his professorship .at Cohlmb.la Umvefrsgy -0
become a member of Roosevelt’s inner ezrcle. of adwsers:-—-hls ‘ram
Trust—deseribed the United States, at the time of FD]E.E S ﬁ(z:;tdmau;
ouration, as a soclety nearing the brink of p?pular reﬂoelhon. o E04
::,hjnk it is too much to say,” he wrote in his journal, “that on Marc
we were confronted with a choice between an orderly revolutm-n;—i
peaceful and rapid departure from the p?,st ‘concepts—ailg a violen
and disorderly overthrow of the whole capitalist structure.

Informing Roosevelt’s obvious preference for “or_derly revolutiti)n”
were economic ideas that had begun to emexf-ge during the tvaiilnf e:i
ways of seeing that were at odds with the trnu-npha,l canon ;f " :1
tered free enterprise. No one advanced such ideas more e ec%hy
than British economist John Maynard Keynes: In 2 1926 essa%y,h e
End of Laissez-faire,” Keynes made 2 cons.plcuous break wit! hpl;%
vailing assumptions of bourgeois economic thou.ght. Thoug_ ‘ 3
allowed that eapitalism might indeed be “more efﬁ.clenF for,?tga?b
economic ends than any alternative system yet in ‘:s_lght, e also
argued that capitalism—as a soeial syste‘mm—was in .ma,ny wsy:i
extremely objectionable.”® Countering notions that busme§s en er-
prises should be permitted to proceed withm.lt governmenta% mtervz::clld
tion and rejecting the idea that unrestrained profit taking wod :
ineluetably generate social and material benefits, Keynes p:lopoieﬂi 2
vision of political economy that presupajgioseddan elemental co

i rise and the general good. .
betwf;i;’ EZ:E ie.;l :s;pso governed from above that private and soc_lal -
interest always coincide,” he observed. “I.t is not a cor.rect ded:etmxi
from the Principles of Economies that enhghf;ex::ed. gelf interest E,enez_
ally is enlightened.”* Repudiating the twenties’ pipe c-lreami o p}:}fat
perity, Keynes described capitalism as an econ?mlc s;;sL ;n;eat
routinely and corigenitally benefited from human failure and defeat.

Many of the greatest economic evils of ou::'- time are the fI*IJ:'ltS
of risk, uncertainty, and ignorance. It is because peculiar
7
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individuals, fortunate in situation or abilities, are able to take
advantage of uncertainty or ignorance, and also because for
the same reason big business is often a lottery, that great
Inequities of wealth come about; and these same factors are
also the cause of the unemployment of labour, or the disap-
pointment of reasonable business expectations, and of the
mpairment of efficiency and produaction.

The remedy for these deleterious tendencies, Keynes concluded,
would not come from the unregulated activities of individual busi-
nessmen. In faet, he added sharply, it is often in the economic interest
of private entrepreneurs “to aggravate the disease.”

"The role of government, Keynes proposed, was to intercede as an
agent on behalf of the social body, to ensure the “social interest” of

the community in those circnrnstances where the normal functioning
of business fails to do so.

The most important Agende of the state relate not to those
activities which private individuals are already fulfilling, but to
those functions which fall outside the sphere of the individual,
to those decisions which are made by no one if the state does
not make them. The most important thing for government is
not to do things which individuals are doing already . . . but to
do those things which at present are not done at all.”®

His was not an argument for the abolition of capitalism; Keynes
continued to place a high value on “private initiative and enterprise.”
He was, however, suggesting that government was the “appropriate
organ of action” through which society could, if required, exert “direc-
tive intelligence . . . over many of the inner intricacies of private buasi-
ness.” A “co-ordinated act of intelligent judgement,” in short, was
necessary to balance the interests of “the community as a whole”
against the “money-making and money-loving instinets” that were the
motor force of business.

In 1926, Keynes had relatively few takers in the United States.
The priests of prosperity continued to condemn the evil of govern-
mental regulation. When FDR assumed office seven years later, how-
ever, the “social interest” of the community lay in a state of
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irrefutable ruin, and Keynes’s ideas had gained ground. Too many
urgent decisions were being made by “no one.” Too many pressingly
needfal things were not being “done af all.” Tt seemed time for the
“Jirective intelligence” of government to step in.

The architects of the New Deal were guided by more than Keyne-
sian economics, however. They were also inspired by older, more Amer-
ican visions, drawn from memories of the Progressive Hra. As
encountered in Edward BeBamy’s Looking Backward and fleshed out
over several decades in the writings of Henry George, Simon Patten,
George Gunton, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, John Dewey, Edward
Filene, and Lewis Mumford, this train of thought argued that mass-
production methods augured the potential for unprecedented, univer-
sally attainable, material abundance. Questioning ancient assunaptions
that scareity and poverty were inescapable features of the human con-
dition, these modernist visionaries maintained that industrial society
stood on the threshold of general well-being and was heading toward a
new epoch, in which demoeratic egalitarianism would be reinvigorated
and mass-produced consumer goods would be available to all.

Tn its own way, the gospel of prosperity that flourished during the
twenties had served to sustain and popularize such imaginations. The
dramatic growth of conswmer industries and an Inereasingly perva-
sive culture of advertising had proudly publicized an oath of abun-
dance that suggested that all would benefit from the fruits of
economic expansion. Though millions had not tangibly benefited from
the merchandising revelries of the 1920s, a consumer-oriented vision.
of the good life—the centerpiece of a new American birthright—had
been proposed and would inform the aspirations of a generation.

As Roosevelt and his Brain Trust of progressive-minded social
thinkers and activists fornulated game plans for their “grderly revolu-
tion,” the Progressive concept of industrially fired material well-
being—the idea of the people as consumers—along with the Keynesian
idea of the state as an indispensable force of “directive intelligence,”
were close at hand. So, too, was a belief in the importance of publicity.

In “The End of Laissez-faire,” Keynes had prophetically antici-
pated the importance of this dimension within his vision of economic
reform. While the essay focused primarily on the need for the state to
impose direction on the private sector, Keynes also maintained that
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“full publicity”—the incessant propagation of information “on g
great, scale”™—was essential to the suceess of his plan.

In part, the idea of “full publicity” was about making “all busi-
ness facts which it is useful to know” available to those who were
directly involved in analyzing problems and making decisions.” But, it
was more than that.

“[T]he fiercest contests and most deeply felt divisions of opinion,”
Keynes had predicted in 1926, will not boil up “around technica]
questions, where the arguments on either side are mainly economic.”
For most people, he declared, battles will be waged around questions
that “for want of better words, may be called psychologieal or, per-
haps, moral.” Tb bring about economic change, then, it was necessary
to nurture a psychological and mora] renovation in society.®

No one was more suited to this task than FDR, It wasn’t him alone,
of course. The New Deal was a collective creation, the invention of a
generation of Americans who were alarmed and outraged by the ram-
pant destructiveness of “free market” capitalism and were looking to
establish an alternate arrangement of soeial and economic priorities.
Sometimes FDR was their leader, sometimes he was dragged along by

them. But in his prodigious capacity to shepherd and embolden the
public mind and in his ability to engage the thinking—as well as the
sentiments—of the nation, no previous president had revealed a greater
aptitude. A natural publicist, FDR challenged the intrinsic dualism that
had guided the practices of public relations since the turn of the century,
From 1900 on, public relations thinking had vacillated between
two poles of epistemological understanding. At one end there was the
Progressive democratic faith, which assumed that people were essen-
tially rational beings, that they could be most effectively persuaded by
a publicity of factual, logically framed argument. At the other end
was the perspective that had gained a legion of converts during the
Great War. This view held that human nature was essentially irra-
tional and maintained that “opinion” was most efficiently shaped by
setentifically informed subliminal appeals to unconscious urges and
instinetual drives. This outlook embraced a rhetoric of symbols, and
under its influence the image had begun to displace the word ag the
favored langunage of public address.
In FDR’s mind, things were less absolute, more textured. His
approach to publicity moved beyond the myopie essentialism that had
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reviously shaped public relations debates. In some ways FDIZEZZSS
J effersonian publicist, an eighteenth-century demo.crla:t, com °
: going “civil instruction,” believing in the poss1bﬂ1t?7 of mfor;ne
“n;]jc debate. At the same time, FDR was a prototyplfsal twentieth-
11 tury persuader, intuitively sophisticated about public psychology,
::aarkably attuned to the modern media apparatus and to the
i unication.

powgﬁoiﬁ;} :1 ; ?f];z:sonianism was informed by historian Qlaude
Bowers’s 1925 book on Thomas . efffarson and Alexandx?r -ILIan;ﬂt;);:is af
study that presented the men as the sires of two ant‘agoylsnc ?re ipl% "
tent political traditions.”® At one end stood the egahta_nan Iﬂmi oo
Jefferson, whose faith in the comm;r; man 1211(1 zo?ﬁlt;z;:r ;) bfo d}? o
were inspirational to Roosevelt. :
%exzigan permmasgon, a patrician perspeetive.that dlfcowul-‘lued .j:,e
opinions of “the average man” and mistrusted ’t‘:he ideal of popal tirz 8
ernment.” This to Roosevelt was the vantage point of vested weth hf .
Rowers’s book focused on political struggles that marked the life
- the early republic, but for FDR its impli.cati.ons were ‘remark:ibiy g;io;
date. Representing the outlook of economic elites, ?:Iamﬂton anticip -
in Roosevelt’s mind—the pro-business boosterism that.gove?me o
politics and culture of the 1920s. Against the modern I—Iamﬂtzm?;ls,d " ;)(—1
sevelt espoused the optimism of Jefferson, the t'me democrathwfo ta
to rally the energy of “the masses against th_e anstol(:aracy o.f e i;z w
FDR pictured America in the twentles'as a period sd alar ©
that from 1790—1800, when Alexander Haxnilton ran the fe e111~ gocw
ernment for the primary good of the chambers of com:cf’xirce, the spe
ulators and the inside ring of the national government.”™ thne of

To ecounteract this tendency, Roosevelt argued that the e 0
demareation which differentiated the political thought of J effegs::)xr} ohzz
the one side, and of Hamilton on the other, must be: restorfe . -
Democratic Party, he declared as he moved ’(;.owar_d his run 31‘ I?grihe
dent, “must make it clear that it seeks primarily the 1goto a:e e
average eitizen through the free rule of the whole elector: m;y "
opposed to the Republican Party which seeks a moneyed prcl)slged v
the nation through the control of governme.nt by a sils:f-appom e

! th and of social and economic power. N

tocrzce};zig i?)l FDR’s Jeffersonianism was a belief m p}1bhc1ty at‘sJ j;
indispensable instrument for promoting democratic dialogue.




ferson brought the government back to the hands of the average
voter, through inststence on fundamental principles% and the education
of the average voter. We need a similar campaign of education,” he

insisted. As he evolved from candidate to president, he reiterated this
theme again and again:

Jefferson realized that if the people were free to get and dis-
eourse all the faets, their composite judgment would be better
than the judgment of a self-perpetuating few.?

To invigorate popular democracy, and to uphold the interests of “the
forgotten man,” political leaders must commit themselves to fostering
public education and public conversation. “The constant free flow of
communication among us—-enabling the free interchange of ideas—
forms the very blood stream of our nation.”

To ensure this flow and to further his commitment to “Jeffer-
sonian” principles, Roosevelt would promote the federal government
not merely as an instrument of “directive intelligence,” but as a
“clearing house for the exchange of information and ideas, of facts and
ideals, affecting the general welfare.”® The government would gather
opinions from arcund the nation, he pledged, and disseminate ideas
for the greater good. In a historie battle between the vested interests
and the forces of democracy, FDR was looking for 2 “modern substi-
bute for the old town meeting, and the talk around the stove.””

Alongside his respect for eighteenth-century democratic ideals, how-
aver, Roosevelt was also a man of his moment. His magnetic personality
and his uncanny understanding of the mass media as instruments for
nobilizing public opinion responded to the demands of the modern age.

Roosevelt’s apprenticeship as a modern publicist began early in
As political career. Running for the state Senate of New York in
1912, he chose Louis McHenry Howe—a sympathetic reporter for
he New York Herald—to direct his campaign. A seasoned journalist,
Towe provided Roosevelt with techniques for getting his name in the
wewspapers and for keeping it there by cultivating “national press
ttention.” Historian Betty Houchin Winfield elaborated:

Howe devised a campaign strategy to send thousands of “per-
sonal” letters from Roosevelt to farmers throughout the dis-

triet, publish large newspaper advertisements, and mail

’ . I} . .
ready-to-print boiler-plate articles emphasizing specific Roo-
sevelt proposals.®

Howe would become Roosevelt's closest political adviser into the
White House years. Throughout, his overarching game pla‘,:u was tg
manage news coverage strategically. Howe's approiuch w:as sm:mpltzi ail-t
relentless. “If you say a thing is so often enough, he Instruected, “1
stands a good chance of becoming a fact.™

Howe also encouraged Roosevelt to mingle with ordinary people.
When FDR was assistant secretary of the Davy, for example, Howe
prodded him to go out and talk with workers in .tl.le n?;vy yards, to
thrash out the pros and cons of their “labor eondrilons. From th\ieiste

‘encou_nters, Tleanor Roosevelt later recalled, FDR “developed a po' -
jcal flair” with people, an ability to connect t].aat‘ would characterize
his leadership style through the remainder of hlS- life.*

While governor of New York, FDR contmued- to learn from
Howe's expertise, gaining a serviceable un(ligrstandmg. of the ways
that facts, events, and eircumstances evolve Into something ]mownfas
“pews.” In presenting his gubernatorial p-rogram. to .repo.rters, ;){r
example, FDR dished it out piece by piece, in readily dlgestl‘r;jlie Iiach- |
ages that were dispensed over 2 period of days or weeks. T S fe:h-
nique made the program easy to repoﬁ'; on; extended the h(;f‘e ot de
story; and, most important, made it easier for rea,derst £0 e'rs al;lh.
Roosevelt was also epcouraged by Howe to experiment with (;
medium of radio as a means of skirting the eustom?,ry watchdogs o
truth—the newspapers—in order to chat diz:eetly with the people. In
a political world that was still defined by habits of aloo.a‘:’n.e.ss a;nci1 c.erte;
mony, this was an unprecedented move toward acf:esm!aﬂlty ax; “u}vﬂ
macy. For a man committed to the J eﬁfers?man ideal o CIh
instruction,” FDR was in the process of becoming, by the end of the
twenties, a master educator.

If Howe's mentorship was key to Roosevelt’s d(lavelopmfant as a
publicist of the word, it was a personal crisis—a .hfe-a.ltermg mel;i
with poliomyelitis—that honed his .sk:i]ls as an image kmz;Lkber. i
August 1921, at the age of thirty-nine, FDR was stricken by



virus. Though he struggled to recover and would spend the rest of his
Life looking for a remedy, his legs were permanently paralyzed.

This condition presented an enormous challenge. Beyond the private
difficulties faced by a vigorous man who was now, suddenly, a paraplegic,
Roosevelt’s condition also threatened to nullify his public aspirations.
Could a man in a wheelchair communicate the aura of strength that
people expected of their political leaders? Fearing the worst, Roosevelt’s
mother encouraged her son to accept an invalid’s asylum.

Roosevelt rejected thig counsel; his desire to remain in polities
presented him with one of his greatest challenges, to expel all visible
evidence of his infirmity from the publi¢ mind. During the early weeks
of the affliction, Howe repeatedly declared to reporters that his boss
was only mildly ill, that full recovery was expected. FDR also labored
to keep his name and political viability alive during his recuperation,
contributing regular columns to newspapers in Georgia (where he was
convalescing) and New York

When the acute phase of the illness passed, Roosevelt needed to
project an image of himself as a man fully eapable of withstanding
the rigors of public life. Running for governor of New York in 1928,
he perfected a way of conveying the impression that he was able to
walk, using his strong upper body to shift his weight back and forth
between a cane on one side and his son Elliott on the other, Though
he could not actually move his legs, this arduously staged illusion per-
mitted FDR, the campaigner, to portray himself ag a man who had
beaten the curse of a disabling diseage.®

To bolster the image of vigor, Roosevelt seized upon other public
relations techniques. Contemplating a run for president in 1931, for
example, he pulled a preemptive publicity stunt to refute those who
might question his candidaey on the basis of poor health. He “osten-
tatiously took out over half a million dollars of life insurance through

twenty-two companies,” relates James MacGregor Burns, “and saw
that the highly favorable medical report was well publicized.”®

Methodically cultivating the picture of a person who was back on
his feet, FDR was able to enlist the willing cooperation of the press
corps. Hugh Gregory Gallagher, who chronicled FDR’s “splendid
deception,” described an implicit pact struck between Roosevelt and
photojournalists, iitially in Albany as governor and later in Wash-
ington while president.
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FDR had made it a rule, during his first campalgn fo1:E ,cioiz;
ernor, that photographers Were' not to take p1ctu:'r§sto o
looking erippled or helpless. H_IS aeFual words, said to Son
newsreel cameramen taking his picture a:s he wasc tting
helped out of a car in 1928 were, “No movies of me b; icg_f
out of the machine boys.” And from then on .. .no 21;:0 I;he
fures were taken. It was an unspoken code, hopore Y e
‘White House photography corps. If, as ]_:Lappened tome >
twice, one of its merobers sought to violate it and trg o sr;(:,ﬂ :
a picture . . . one or another of the older Photograp ei; w e
“gecidentally” knock the camera to the. ground_ or fl)f ervilice
block the picture. Should the Pre;?:ldent‘ h_Jmseh no e
someone in the crowd violating the mtex:dlctlon,d e woin
point out the offender and the Secret Service would move in,

K.Y
seize the camera, and expose the film.

This system of “voluntary censorship was rart?ljlr violated,”tal;n.ﬂic}j 1St d]::).s
shaped the visual record of FDR's remark?\ble political care;a}]c; i) thj;
Of the more than “1:}::1'rt:sr-ﬁviL thousanrzled Shilt E:rc;toaiafnli; :W FDR at the
Presidential Library,” Gallagher reported, ' oy e

in hi ir. No newsreels show him being lifted, carried,

z:a;zzhlgdhilj Elsle:iz};frxﬁmong the thousands of pollitieal 'carbo.oncsl 33:51&
caricatores of FDR, not one shows the man as physically Tx?rlpaarevér .

Roosevelt’s genius in erecting a spectacle of' mo}:nh’c‘y——oﬁﬁca‘1
period of nearly twenty-five years-—was essential to his pc}il iy
ascendancy and testimony to his monumental pelf'sonal_ stren,gtSi. "
ability to present a seamless sembla,_nce oi If;};i::i :}ig:' fc;ci‘n hji:to

i i in nonissue

hls_(f:'r 1;“]13;51;;0 1:2;?2?;&222’5 and comprehensive. governmental
f)z?olie relations campaign that characterized his presidency and the

New Deal more generally.

The success of New Deal publicity was predica.teé(l1 on a tx)m;a]:;ez tcfdilz;
’ rkable aptitude as bo
ments. There was Roosevelt’s rema ] : o
ic opini d the ingenuity and talent o
d a leader of public opinion an _ ' ot o _
31;0 went to work in his administration. Bordering aJl this—an elef
vrzent that cannot be discounted—was the dire social emergency o
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the Great Depression, a tear in the fabric of society that compelled

many to question and reconsider the defining values of American Jife,

Programmatically, there were two ways that Roosevelt and the
New Dealers tried to resuscitate American society: On the one hang,
their critique of laissez-faire capitalism led them to Jaunch programs
that would uge the government to modernize American business stan-
dards, to intervene in speculative practices that had damaged the
economy, and to secure the wobbly position of the middle clagg.%

At the same time, the New Deal sought to establish channels through
which historically disadvantaged Ameﬁeans-—farmers, industrial
workers, the elderly, the sickly, and the destitute—might gain guaran-
teed access to the material Ingredients of a more comfortable life. Here,
F¥DR'’s programs went head-to-head with the religion of private enter
Prise, proposing that the government might create the means to improve
social conditions where private enterprise—which routinely jockeyed
prices and production to maximize profits—had congenitally failed.>

Responding to rife feelings of social anxiety, the New Deal also
sought to institutionalize socia] welfare assurance, to provide a reli-
able system of security for people in need. Unemployment insurance
was established to provide subsistence and relief to those who were
temporarily out of work, Against protests from the NAM and other
stubborn business interests, the Social Security Act established the
principle of universal old-age insurance. The promise of guaranteed
universal health care wag also placed on the agenda, though this
aspect of social msurance has never been fulfilled.

In short, the core of New Deal politics wag predicated on a funda-
mental shift in the balance between economie practices and social life.
If laissez-faire sermonizers had preached that the free market
cconomy was sacred and that it was the duty of society—and its
inhabitants—to surrender all other considerations to the supremacy
of the market, the New Deal proposed a different formula, one that
svaluated the market in terms of its ability to support the greater
300d of society. When the market failed to do so, New Dealers rea-
oned, economic institutions and practices had to be adjusted to

oth the wide popular appeal of New Deal programs and the
nti-New Deal sentiments that began to mount early on in many of
he boardrooms of Armerican businesses,
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svPLE LIST OF New Deal programs, however, does not

ately explain the extent to which the New Deal, over a period
qu

oLy W i W mselves
f years as able to alter the ways that Americans sa the v
H

d their world. Throughout the twenties, a sunny por.trait ]mf;ngria:;
fm Yic welfare to the principle of unfettered priva e' en iy ;
o Pub_ ; tly painted by a modern corporate publicity app?
o Mizndfe:m vanished, Franklin D. Boosevc.ah-:’s remarkab i
P AS f“he estirincr public optimism-—around a spiritual .coven?n
qex‘:.entirhlenoineral v;e]fare with governmentally il‘lsm:ed socnai e?l };ﬁ:
Eifjiww z%oundeél largely on his ovlén mggzﬁu;rlf:rt;n;tsi:swag o

i articular New . s th
;fctéocAosls Eugﬁbgiit;n t{lai served to fortify the public mind, leading it

i i i italism.
bty ;Ongzﬂizssszﬁgi::iﬁzncy, Roosevelt placfad a hig]i
. F.&-om : eub]i: relations. Louis Howe, his chi:ef CO‘C_[D.GI]., a:rslzix_x_x_
s OiIll : ress summary—nicknamed “Howe’s Daily Bu:b -
]:}ll:i ?&eii fhz president apprised of news cm;l;;geo fmiljf :S;JZE:H’
ion. This

o a})l?earefi thr}?rﬁifﬁiutr?g tzzt%iitéd States, was ejssential 1:(;

Capsu}mflg ‘:e‘:f;‘ranklin reserved certain periods for his stud};j;

ol .rtieularly the opposition press, a.nd,. at least w afl

tIile 'zrﬁszf av;vas with him, he was always closely informed on

oul



shades of opinion in the country,” recalled the First Liady, Bleanor
Eoosevelt.?

Roosevelt’s dealings with the press were aided by a team of sea-
soned reporters who served as his public relations advisers. Beyond
Howe, there was Marvin MecIntyre, a former city editor of the Wash~
wngton Times and a graduate of the Committee on: Public Informa-
tion. There was also Stephen Early, who, in 1933, became the first to
oceupy the newly created office, presidential press secretary.®

It was FDR himself, however, who played the starring role in
‘White House press relations. Previously, direct interactions between
presidents and the press were largely ceremonial. Calvin Coolidge
communicated with reporters almost exclusively through an official
“spokesman.” Herbert Hoover occasionally responded to reporters’

" questions, but only when they were submitted to him beforehand, in
writing.

With the coming of the New Deal, these rituals were serapped.
Never before had correspondents had such unrestricted access to a
president, and they reveled in it. “Mr. Roosevelt’s impact on the
Washington correspondents was galvanic,” observed Leo C. Rosten in
1937. “Precedents were brushed aside, formalities ignored, the hocus
pocus of Presidential aloofness forgotten.”

A paturally sociable man who had acquired 2 good deal of experi-
ence bandying with ordinary folks, FDR sechmoozed with the press
enthusiastically. He enjoyed the interchange, and his empathic per-
sonality provided a demoeratic tone to press conferences and other
public flmc’mons

Mzr. Roosevelt announced that the correspondents would be
free to ask direct oral questions. ... No President had sub-
mitted to the hazardous practice of oral questioning en
masse. Roosevelt did—and won the press corps by his skills.?

Reporters experienced FDR's personal charm with friendly fasci-
nation. ¥or the most part, they were thoroughly enchanted. One
reporter’s glowing recollection offers a rich portrait of the process.

I kmew him, I'd been introduced to him. When I was a news-
paper man I used to see him three times a week i press ¢on-

) THE NEW DEAL AND THE PUBLICITY OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE

ferences. He was a genius in handling the press; in knowing a
lot and in being able to answer questions from the press.
{Even though] most of the press...was editorially agai?lst
Roosevelt, and fiercely so, the journalists were all for him.
There were a few reporters who were considered real oddballs,
who were personally eritical and inimical to him. They could
ask questions too. And he was...usually very delightful
Accessible. Oh ves, oh boy. He shaped the press conference.
[Before FDR became president] there was no such thing.¢

Roosevelt also established the routine of inviting reporters to be
onests at state dinners and other receptions. This had never been
zone before. Barly worked with Eleanor Roosevelt to ensure that the
roster of Washington correspondents was divided evenly by the
number of White House functions to be held each season. This system
agsured that every reporter, along with a spouse, experienced the
tribute and flattery of a White House invitation. Employing first-
pame familiarity with his guests, comfortably intermingling them
with heads of state and other notables, Roosevelt encourageld
reporters to feel they had undergone an unprecedented advance in
social status.® .

This was the key to FDR's magnetism: his ability to make ordi-
nary people feel that they were, in his sincere est:ima’cion2 extremely
important. Because of this ability; at least in part, the president made
conventional elites—those who thrived on now frayed customs of def-
erence—umeasy. The personal style of FDR, an aristocrat by b‘irth,
an easygoing democrat by conviction, both embodied and contx_‘adlcte.d
the standards by which Americans had historically gavged their presi-
dents. As Julins C. C. Edelstein, a reporter for Drew Pearson’s
column, “The Washington Merry-Go-Round,” deseribed him:

He was the one who was hated by the aristocrats as a traitor
to his class. And yet his personality and his style and his
manner . . . the way he held a cigarette . ..his graces. He
was just First Family. And this was very much appreeiate:d by
the people. He spoke of ordinary people in a sort of highly
educated Bostonese ...a Harvard accent...and they
lapped it up.®
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The reporters’ soaring sense of access and of heightened status
was, In large part, accurate. The reporters interacted with a president
as never before, and in their news reporting—which was predomi-
nantly favorable—they served as esteemed ambassadors of political
innovation. A number, in fact, moved from the press corps into the
White House to work as speech writers or publicists. ‘

Though FDR ardently romanced working journalists, it must be
inserted that his attitude toward their employers—the newspaper
publishers—was openly and deliberately hostile. Denouncing the
elitist bias of the nation’s editorial pages, he routinely asserted that
85 percent of American newspaper publishers were opposed to the
New Deal.”

To a certain extent, FDR’s regular attacks on newspaper pub-
lishers must have been strategie. Painting the publishers as latter-day
Hamiltonians, FDR was also steeling his administration against an
ideological counterattack that—if the historic zeal of the free enter-
prisers was any index—was certain to come. If his rapport with
reporters served to keep his message in the news columns, Roosevelt’s
eoncomitant attack on the publishing giants was designed to alert
Americans to the untrustworthy nature of commercially manufac-
tured information and opinion. Counting NEWSpaper owners among
the “economic royalists” who had carried the country to ruin, Roo-
sevelt warned that they and their editorial opinions must be vigilantly
and continually questioned. Tmplicitly, he was laying the way for the
New Deal administration and its various publicity agencies to be seen
by the public as more reliable sources of information.

In his frequent and friendly dealings with print Jjournalists, FDR,
borrowed from public relations know-how that had been evolving
smee the twrn of the eentury. Yet New Deal publicity reached far
beyond newspapers. It also sought to open up new channels of eom-
munication in order to circumvent the power of the historically con-
servative commercial press. With this aim in mind, the New Deal
administration assumed the functions of a sophisticated publicity
apparatus, working overtime to exert a direct influence on the public
mind. This strategy was applied in a wide range of venues.

One of the most prominent was the New Deal’s innovative use of
radio, a medium that, according to Early, the presidential press secre-
tary, was preferable to newspapers as a publicity device. “Tt cannot

. misrepresent nor misquote,” he observed at a time when radio was

«till. for the most part, live. “It is far reaching and simultaneous In
’ - - - N _
releasing messages given it for transmission to the nation or for inter

national consumption.”®

FDR’s ability to employ radio in the thirties was lubricated by a
numaber of factors. First, there were deep personal relationships that
existed between the White House and the two major broadeast net-

 works—NBC and CBS. Henry Bellows, head of CBS’s Washington

bureau, bad been Roosevelt’s classmate at Harvard. George Holmes,

" the chief Washington eorrespondent for NBC, was Early’s brother-in-

9
Yet there were other considerations that encouraged t]'le ra(?lio
industry to be particularly cooperative. Unlike the commercial print
media, which enjoyed the sanctuary of the First Ame_ndment, .broad-
casting was legally more vulnerable to governmental intervention. As
Erik Barnouw and, more recently, Robert McChesney .have ably
demonstrated, the twenties and early thirties witnessed pitched bat-
tles over the control of broadcasting in the United States. Ma.]ily ques-
tioned the advisability of commercializing the airwaves, arguing that
radio must be maintained on behalf of the “public interest.” They saw
radio as too invasive, potentially too dangerous to be entrusted to the
control of unregulated private interests.™
Bjr the mid-thirties, these battles were virtually over. The com-
mercialization of American broadeasting had been settled as an
indelible fact. Nonetheless, the principles of “public interest” and gov-
ernmental oversight still lingered and had been written into communi-
cé,tions law. As part of the “public interest” component, fo.r mple,
the Federal Communications Commission charged all radio stations
to offer a measure of “educational” programming. _
Given their econcerns that the government would interfere with
license renewals or might initiate antitrust litigation agamst th.e.net-
works, leaders of the radio industry labored to foster a spirit of
accommodation with the administration. “The close contact between
you and the broadeasters,” CBS’s Henry Bellows told Press. S_ecre—
tary Early, “has tremendous possibilities of value to the a.dmmls’cr::a,~
tion, and as a life-long Democrat, I want to pledge my bes_t efforts in
making this cooperation successful” In the spirit of this coopera-
tion, the networks produced a number of programs that roundly

law.
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praised the New Deal and its policies. In 1935, for example, CBS pro-
duced a program entitled “Of the People, By the People, For the
People,” celebrating “the New Deal's second anniversary.” On it,

“professional actors recreated great moments in the administration’ g
brief history, the ‘actual participants’ discussed the events depicted.”
Historian Richard Steele added that “CBS arranged through the
Office of Education to have civies and government classes listen to
the two-bour program and even provided supplementary reading
materials.”

Beyond network-produced programming, the radio Industry also
handed over a large measure of network airtime for government-
produced programming. While newspapers resisted requests to carry
news of governmental operations without editorial comment, the

- radio industry submitted with gusto, and the New Deal publicity
apparatus became a conspicunous supplier of mandated educational
programming,

Everything the administration had to say went over the air-
waves without the intercession of reporters, editors, or pub-
lishers. Not only did radio carry the government’s message
without adulteration, it carried it farther, more immediately,
and more effectively than newspapers. A nationwide
“hookup” simultaneously reached millions, including many
never touched by newspapers. And, given the proper speaker,
it reached them in a form more readily understood than the
printed statement.®

The administration was not lacking in “proper speakers.” The
First Lady and cabinet members took to the air. Howe had. a weekly
radio series of his own. “Special” informational programs and “spot”
announcements were offered airtime as well.* But it was the presi-
dent whose mastery in communicating effectively through a radio
micropbone was the most profound.

During the first ten months of his administration alone, Roo-
sevelt spoke directly to the nation on twenty occasions.” He saw radio
as a medium that could help him reinvigorate democratic ideals. Tt
could, he thought, “restore direct contact between the masses and
their chosen leaders,”

Nowhere is FDR’s use of radio more illumipating than in t]:fe
thirty-one “fireside chats” that he delivered over course of his
presidency. Meticulously conceived radio talks throug ‘Whlch be-
forged a lasting and intimate bond with his constituents, they power-
fally. illustrate his skills as a publicist, his Promethean capacity to

mix Jeffersomian ideals of democracy with modern media know-how.

Though the chats were carefully seripted by policy advisers and then
fimely polished by the playwright Robert Sherwood, everything about
Roosevelt’s delivery suggested a tone of straightforward conversation
ac 7

d;ﬁﬁﬁi@d ]‘Zlm delivering his chats, FDR's Labor Secre-
tary Frances Perkins provides the most graphic firstband account of
his media style. His gift, according to Perkins, was in his ability to
chut out his own environment, to visualize his audience ?,s real people
sitting in their homes, and then to project himself out into the ether
as a disembodied spirit sitting among them.

He did not and could not know them all mdividuaﬂ?@ but .he
thought of them ndividually. He thought of them in family
groups. He thought of them sitting around on a suburban
poreh after supper of a summer evening. He thought of them
gathered around a dinner table at a family meal. He never
thought of them as “the masses.” .

When he talled on the radio, he saw them gathered 111. the
little parlor, listening with their neighbors. He was conseious
of their faces and hands, their clothes and homes.

His voice and his facial expression as he spoke were those
of an intimate friend. After he became President, I often was
at the White House when he broadeast, and I realized how
unconscious he was of the twenty or thirty of us in thfemt r0f>m
and how clearly his mind was focused on the people hstenm.g
at the other end. As bhe talked his head would nod and his
hands would move in simple, natural, comfortable gestures.
His face would smile and light up as though he were actually
sittng on the front porch or in the parlor lwith them. People
felt this, and it bound them to him in affection.

Tours of the heartland confirmed Perkins’s perspective.
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I have sat in those parlors and on those porches myself
during some of the speeches, and I have seen men and women
gathered around the radio, even those who didn’t like him or
were opposed to him politically, listening with a pleasant,
happy feeling of association and friendship. The exchange
between them and him through the medium of the radio was
very real. I have seen tears come to their eyes as he told them
of some tragie episode ... of the poverty during unemploy-
ment . . . and they were tears of sincerity and recognition and
Sympathy.

I have also seen them langh. When he told how Fala, his
little dog, had been kicked around, he spoke with naturalness
and simplicity. He was so himself in his relation to the dog,
based on the average man’s experience of the place of a pet in
his home, that the laughter of those gathered around radios
of the country was a natural, sincere, and affectionate
reaching out to this man.

To Perkins, FDR’s skill in transcending the encumbrance of spa-
tial distance, in establishing what Gabriel Tarde had termed the
“mental cohesion” of a “spiritual eollectivity,” was the key to FDR’s
dexterity as a leader.

The quality of his being one with the people, of having no
artificial or natural barriers between him and them, made it
possible for him to be a leader without ever being or thinking
of being a dictator. . . . It was this quality that made people
trust him and do gladly what he explained was necessary for
them to do.*®

Yet beside his avuncular style and the rapport he was able to
establish with his listeners, FDR’s use of radio also exemplified his
Jeffersonian convictions. Reading over the texts of his fireside chats,
one cannot help but be struck by their substance, by the sophisticated
political arguments they routinely presented. More than their
capacity to transmit an aara of familiarity, the chats were also a
repudiation of the accustomed disdain for the public mind that had
framed public relations thinking since the end of World War I.

UBLICITY OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE.
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his friends. U.RI/BETTMANN

FDR chats with

In Roosevelt’s words there was the clear intention to edl}cate; to
reason with his listeners; to make issues more.comprehens.lble, ‘no;
Jess. This intention was evident in his first fireside (?hat, which alre’
on March 12, 1933, only a week after his inauguratlon.. Here F]?R 8
objective was to explain actions being taken to resusmta‘te the' mca;f
pacitated banking system. From his first sentence, an @ﬂeetmn o
genuine oNCern was combined with the teacherly promise tha‘r,f zi
president, he would work to keep the p?b]ic mformec}, £0 People ;mg ;
fully grasp the circumstances that weighed on th(inr social and eco
nomic lives. Unspoken, but evident, was 2 determined and unaceus-

tomed faith in ordinary people’s ability to make sense of things.

My friends, I want to talk for a few minutes w.ith the people of
the United States about banking—to talk with ?he compara-
tively few who understand the mechanics: of;: banking, but more
particularly with the overwhelming majority o‘f you who usi
banks for the making of deposits and the drawng of checks.
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want to tell you what has been done in the last few days,
why it was done, and what the next steps are going to be.

and

What followed was a well-organized nationa) civies lesson, a
patient aceount of the way that a modern banking system operates.
For those suckled by an age of hype, FDR’s palpable regard for his
listeners’ intelligence and the straightforwardness of his explanation
are nothing short of astonishing. They provide an uneommon glimpse
at a moment when American political life was, for a time, energized

by the ideal of an informed and conseious citizenry.

First of all, let me state the simple fact that when you deposit
money in a bank the bank does not put the money into a safe
deposit vault. It invests your money in many different forms of
credit—in bonds, in cormercial Paper, m mortgages, and in
many other kinds of loans. Tn other words, the bank puts your
money to work to keep the wheels of industry and of agricul-
ture turning round. A comparatively small part of the money
that you put into the bank is kept in currency—an amount
which in normal times is wholly sufficient to cover the cash
needs of the average citizen. In other words, the total amount
of all the currency in the country is only a comparatively small
proportion of the total deposits in all the banks of the country.

He then proceeded to clarify the events that, in February and early

March of that year, had caused banks throughout the country to
topple like dominos. ,

Because of undermined confidence on the
there was a general rush by a large
to tarn bank deposits into currency

that the soundest banks couldn’t
the demand. .

part of the public,
portion of our population
or gold—a rush so great

get enongh currency to meet
. - By the afternoon of March 3, a week ago last
Friday, scarcely a bank in the country was open to do business.

He closed his exegesis with a reasoned explanation of the “national
bank holiday,” a temporary closing of banks in order to arrest the run
on deposits and to reinforce “our financial and economic fabrie.”
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Yet beyond the rational tone and the detailed expé?inémzm
was something else about this talk that brf)ke from puk citgcrl iing
£ the recent past. Throughout the twenties, the publllc ad in s
? Iv been seen as an inanimate entity, as protoplaSml,c AW M8 ;nt
]s;gt?; molded by impression managers. In Ro_osevelt 8 appl}-factaoz
public conversation, all this changed. The public reentered the stag
of history as a subject, an active and thm_lghtful force. o the bmpor

Throughout his exposition on banking, for‘ exam;;f e,rt he bupor
e o et wablc couat, 10 ret fhe affors of

to fortify public ge, . '
n;c;?ni.mrg:: oie:]fe active support of the people, vc.ra's unml_starkable in
iis tone. “Let us unite i banishing fear,” he enJomed. his listeners.
“We have provided the machinery 11;0 T-fstor:: 011:1:’:* if;.l;a;)nuc;a;r?];slzzrj my
it is up to you to support and ma ‘e '1 w?r . T "
i lem no less than it is mine. Together,” he conclu
gﬁd:f Srf::si‘zbof confidence that had been absent from many
i 1 719

peoprSﬁ:@:ﬁfiﬁi,faﬁzléosevelt’s notion of an enga,,_ged publie
grew in importance. He challenged Americ'ans to @crgﬁt:?ebzgi:
temptuous wisdom of the compliance engineers h]i:ceth o e
mann, who for a decade-and-a-half had asserted tha di]:wp ot s
inherently incapable of informed po}lmca:l understanding, i
reasonable decision making. “It is t.lme,’ Roosc?velt encour;? -
listeners on April 28, 1935, “to provide a smashing ansvx;ercanmt "
cynical men who say that a dem%cradcy ci:nnot be honest,

ient. If you will help, this can be done. . -
efﬁc;e‘;llfs gaz not simply rhetorie. As powerful business u%terzsiz::c;?i
steadily more hostile to New Deal gﬁﬁeiizthooszZiiziﬁzcany e

iti had to be mobilized. They 0

:na?s;zjzs in themselves as politically powerful to C(.)un_te;'bal:tl;tce the
substantial weight of unfriendly corpor_afte a;r‘ld financial o e:emjﬁh e

For a publicist this was an MMar kmfd of reasomxllbtd ik the
decline of radical progressivism, publie rela.tl‘ons had evo \;e o e
instrument of vested power, a necessarfh aitld%ti];;t a(,3 :1::1-1 d1ccur1; -

stless crowd. PR was seen as the tonl : D

;zlisadZ;ocraﬁc ideas that had boil;:ld ufh a.mgng d:ch; Dl;vc;wtm:g{a;ab ajf

i i of publicity, on the other hand, )
:;jftjni}? ];)l:pﬁ:; aci)ivism. Exhibiting trust and affection for the
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public, not fear, he encouraged ordinary people to examine even his
own New Deal programs and to provide suggestions—if required —
for more suitable actions to be taken.

I...bope you will watch the work in every corner of the
nation. Feel free to criticize. Tell me of instances where work
can be done better, or where improper practices prevail. Nei-
ther you nor I want criticism conceived in a purely fanlt-
finding or partisan spirit, but I am jealous of the right of
every citizen to call to the attention of his or her government
examples of how the public money can be more effectively
spent for the benefit of the American people.®

Given the overarching principle of “the greater good,” this was also

" an implicit invitation for every citizen to question any institution—
public or private—whose policies or activities impacted on the terrain
of social life,

The fireside chats also offéred an opportunity for FDR to articulate
a vision of an American way of life that was distinet from the religious
equation between democracy and “free enterprise” that had been pro-

mulgated throughout the twenties. Such business-oriented renderings of .

democracy—FDR. charged in his radio talk of June 28, 1934—serve
only to benefit “the comparative few who seek to retain or to gain posi-
tion or riches by some shortent which is harmful to the greater good.”

A more humane democratic standard was necessary, he urged,
one that “seeks the primary good of the greater number” as its
supreme objective. Toward this end, he proposed a new social com-
pact——a foundation of three inviolable social principles, each of which
linked the needs of individuals to the notion of governmental steward-
ship on behalf of “the greater good.”

That security involves added means of providing better homes
for the people of the nation. That is the first principle of our
future program.

The second is to plan the use of land and water resources
to the end that the means of livelihood of our citizens may be
more adequate to meet their daily needs.
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And . . . the third principle is to use the agencies of govern-
ment to assist in the establishment of means to provide sound
and adequate protection against the vicissitudes of modern
life—in other words, social insurance.

Distancing these principles from the label of .“socialism,” perexni-
ally a foreign idea to the minds of many Ame.mcans, ¥DR asserted
that they were simply a reanimation of America’s honorable c'.lemo-
cratic roots, a return to principles that bad gotten lost amid an
inferno of commercialism.

We seek the security of the men, women, and children of the
nation . .. . _

.. T believe that what we are doing today is a necessary
fulfillment of what Americans have always been doing—a. ful-
fillment, of old and tested American ideals.*

Vet as Roosevelt evoked the grail of venerable democratic prinei-
ples, he also carried those principles to a level unprecedented among
presidents. The “men, women, and children” for whom he spoke con-
stituted a far more inclusive public than had heretofore bleel} Seen. '

The Declaration of Independence had elevated the principle of uni-
versal equality, but its author and its adherents WEI:e enmesghed In
soeial and economic structures that ensured that the ideal o.f general
rights eould not be realized. The sovereign p:ub]ic of the l&tt? eighteenth
century had been limited to white——primarily Anglo-American—men,

holders at that.
PTOPEVT?I'I the early-twentieth-century Progressives, who }:)ointed the
way for many New Dealers, held to a notion of the pablic that was
extremely limited in membership. While they boldly condemned the
excesses of private enterprise, they were also consu?:ued by a relentless
anxiety over the ungovernable passions of an alien and. dangerous
erowd, Their public was still—for the most part—restricted to the
the Anglo-American middle class.
Gom%;:‘g Eﬁe c?)mj;g of the New Deal, however, the prevailing concep-
tion of the American public became more inclusive than ever beforta.
To a large extent, this expanded view of America reﬂeet‘ed dramatic
chifts that had altered the makeup of the electorate. During the New
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peal period, noted historian Steven Fraser, the public increasingl
?nclu.ded among its ranks “legions of new voters from among the niv{
immigrant working elass.”*

For Roosevelt, customary distinctions between the pubiic and the
cfowd served no political purpose. If anything, they accentuated divi-
S1f-)ns that, if cynically exploited, could serve to erect a protective
middle-class barrier between the very rich and the very poor. In Roo-
s.e*frelt’s fireside chats—along with other arenas of New ]Z;eal pub-
licity—the crowd was unified with the public wnder the common
appe]lation of the people. Though FDR would strategically throw
swipes at the “kidnapers, bandits, and malefactors of great wealth”
?vho opposed his programs, he painted a picture of the American We;
in Wh."lc?.l class distinction, of any kind, had no place. ’

This egalitarianism became increasingly evident as DR
approached the 1936 election, a time when business opposition to the
New Deal had grown fieree. Accepting his party’s nomination that
summer, Roosevelt had excoriated “the royalists of the economie
.order” who, while they grant “that political freedom [is] the business
of the Government,” at the same time maintain that “economic
slavery {is] nobody’s business.”

They granted that the Govermment could do anything to pro-
tect the citizen in his right to vote, but they denied that the
G_rovernment could do anything to protect the citizen in his
right to work and his right to live. Today we stand committed
to the proposition that freedom is no half-and-half affair. If
the average citizen is guaranteed equal opportunity in the

polling place, he must have equal opportunity in the market
place.”

Tn his fireside chat of September 6, 1936, a pre-election appeal for
the votes of farmers and laborers, he built upon this eampaign theme.

In t_his country we insist, as an essential of the American way
of life, that the employer-employee relationship should be one
between free men and equals. We refuse to regard those who
work _With hand or brain as different from or inferior to those
who live from their own property. We insist that labor is enti-
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fled to as much respect as property. But our workers with
hand and brain deserve more than respect for their labor
They deserve practieal protection in the opportunity to use
their labor at a return adequate to support them at a decent
and constantly rising standard of living, and to aceurulate a
margin of security against the inevitable.

Realizing that sueh egalitarian rhetoric would surely alarm the
propertied classes and set their own propaganda machine into
motion—condemning the president as an instigator of elass con-
fict—Roosevelt argued that it was the intractable stance of vested
property that actually jeopardized the gocial order. Efforts to oppose
workers’ rights, he warned, will not protect America from confliet, but
bring it to Tuin. Events overseas, he testified, were already providing

a cautionary lesson.

Tt is those...who.. _wounld try to refuse the worker any
effective power to bargain collectively, to earn a decent liveli-
hood, and to acquire security. - . . not labor, who threaten this
country with that class dissension which in other countries
has Jed to dictatorship and the establishment of fear and
hatred as the dominant emotions in human life.

Against the threat of these possibilities, Roosevelt proposed the
idea of a more providential society, in which the oath of universal
equality was the guiding principle. “There is no cleavage,” he told his
radio audience, “between white-collar workers and manual workers,
between artists and artisans, rausiclans and mechanies, lawyers and
accountants and architects and miners.”

To emphasize his message, FDR turned to the question of
familiar American rituals and their meanings. It was the evening
before Labor Day as he spoke, and he seized the occasion to
encourage listeners to think of the holiday as something more than a
simple tribute to working-class people. “Anyone who calls it a class
holiday,” he intoned, “challenges the whole concept of American
democracy.” He then esplained, offering a lesson in democracy that

spoke powerfully to the needs of millions of Americans while repudi-

ating the prevailing ideology of the free enterprisers:
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The Fourth of July commemorates our political freedomm—a
freedom which without economic freedom is meaningless
indeed. Liabor Day symbolizes our determination to achieve
an economic freedom for the average man which will give his
political freedom reality.**

This widely publicized idea—that in order for Americans’ political
rights to mean anything, Americans’ economic well-being must be like-
wise guaranteed—was the glue that brought a nation together at the
height of the Great Depression. It was a promise that as America
moved. toward the future, the activities of private enterprise would be
tolerated only insofar as they sustained the general welfare of all Amer-
icans. When they didn't, it would be the social enterprise of government
to engure that the precept of “the greater good” would be enforced.

A reconfigured portrait of America—and of American democ-
racy—was & persistent element in Roosevelt’s public oratory, but it
was also a vision that reached far beyond his personal talents as a
publicist. It permeated the New Deal’s approach to doing polities, to
building and maintaining popular support.

More than a set of programs or a purposeful gathering of individ-
uals, the New Deal was a huge publicity apparatus, grander in scale
and far more effective and beloved than George Creel’s Committee on
Public Information. Its impact on the American political imagination
was 50 extraordinarily durable that only in the last two decades of
this eentury has a business-sponsored and extravagantly financed
counterattack (which commenced in 1935, as recounted in Chapter
14) been broadly, if perhaps impermanently, trinmphant.

The means by which the New Deal administration transmitted its
ideas were inventive and varied. Some techniques were but ingenious
extensions of eonventional PR practices, whereas others employed the
creative labor of the nation to erect a new and compelling tablean of
America, its people, and their ill-met needs.

In terms of the former, for example, both Barly and Melntyre-—
over and above their experience in print journalism-—had spent time
working in the newsreel industry during the twenties. These contacts
meant that the White House had ready access to movie theater news-

reels that complemented its positive image in news columns and on
radio.®

THE NEW DEAL AN
Yet to a pumber of influential New Dealers, relations between the
White House and the commercial news and entertainment industries
were not enough. Particularly in the years between 1935 and 1937, as
corporate interests became inereasingly unhappy with New Deal poli-
cies toward the entitlerents of privately held wealth, the government
began to take steps to bypass the conventional commercial manufac-
turers of truth. To establish open corridors linking the administration’s
activities with the general public, a number of governmental agencles—
most notably the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and the Reset-

" {lement Administration (RA), later called the Farm Security

Administration (FSA)—moved toward the deployment of independent
comumuuication strategies that mobilized a diversity of creative arts on
behalf of New Deal programs, generated their own communications
channels, and promoted and advanced an inclusive vision of America.

The range of these enterprises was enormous; together, they con-
tributed to the way that people continue to envision the period of the
Great Depression and the New Deal. They included the WPA’s Fed-
eral Writers Project and other programs that employed artists to
paint murals in post offices and other federal or federally funded
facilities. There was also a Federal Theatre Project whose documen-
tary-style “Living Newspapers” addressed the fact and drama of
pressing social realities.

There were also documentary motion pietures, most notably Pare
Lorentz’s The Plow that Broke the Plains (1936) and The River (19373,
a poetic tribute to the Mississippi River as the blood supply of a nation
in crisis. In the latter film, the river assumed the role of a heroic and
tragic figure. It was the historlc source of America’s wealth, carrying
cotion, lumber, and the products of American industry that clothe,
house, and feed the world. At the same time, it tmbosomed the onerous
costs of Ameriean industrial expansion: the deforestation, soil deple-
tion, and flooding that threatened the survival of ordinary Americans.

Behind this visual epic of industry, riverboats, billowing clouds,
and a river swollen with tree trunks, intercut with shots of depleted
land and devastated forests, lay an argument about recent American
history, connecting unregulated economic growth with undeniable evi-
dence of natural wreckage. At the same time, The River provided an
argument on behalf of the land-reclamation activities of the F'SA, the
New Deal agency that had sponsored the production of the film.
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In many ways, the FSA—and its predecessor, the RA—offer a
paradigmatic look at New Deal publicity. In the nearly 80,000 pho-
tographs that were produced and disseminated under the auspices of
these agencies, one gets an illuminating ook at the ways that New
Deal publicity served to broadeast a new and unaccustomed picture of
America, of the American people, and of the American way of life.”

Thematically, the photographs offered arguments akin to those
encountered in the rhetoric of the fireside chats. In his radio
addresses FDR had spoken of ¢ third of o nation ill-housed, ll-
clothed, and ill-nowrished. He had proposed a concept of democracy
that joined the promise of economic security to that of political rights.
He had argued that business profits must be linked to the touchstone

- of the greater good and that it was the role of the government to
ensure that outcome. In an empathic tone, the president had
expanded the bounds of citizenship. If the fireside chats had provided
a verbal argument on behalf of a redefined America, however, it was
through the inmovative photography of the RA and FSA that this
ideal was most eloquently visualized.

The RA’s and FSA’s enterprise in photographic publicity was the
offspring of two men whose lives, by the mid-thirties, had been con-
nected for more than a decade. One was Rexford G. Tngwell, the
brain truster and former economics professbr, who was named to
head the RA. in 1935; the other was Roy Stryker, son of a radical pop-
uligt farmer from Kansas, who had been a student of Tugwell at
Columbia University in the early 1920s. '

As a freshman in Tugwell’s course on utopian socialism and n
other courses, Stryker was transported by his professor’s iconoclastic
social views and his inventive approach to pedagogy. While many
American intellectnals had become witting mouthpieces for a domi-
nant faith in “prosperity,” Tugwell rejected the prevailing doctrines of
the period. His investigations fastened on the egregious deficiencies of
economic life, on the millions of Americans who continued to be
plagued by eonditions of social and economie deprivation.

In his approach to teaching, Tugwell also repudiated the ruling
dogma. Dissatisfied with the abstract predilections of most academic
economiecs—which, he believed, only distanced students from a true
appreciation of society and its problems—Togwell embraced a peda-
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gogy designed to make ordinary people’s lived experi.encg the' foum.ia-
tion of economic thinking.* To accentuate the experiential d.‘l]..“ﬂenSIOIl
and consistent with the imag: -oriented approach to persufetsmn that
characterized the postwar period, Tagwell made innovative use o.f
“yisual aids as an adjunct to learning.” F! Jack Hurley, who chroni-
cled the collaboration between Tugwell and Stryker, elaborated:

Tugwell believed strongly in descriptive economies. He f‘elt
that it was iraportant for students to have visual contact with
the economic institutions they were studying. What did a
bank look like? What did a cotton farm look like? How did it
differ from a rice farm?®

Through Tugwell’s freshman course, Introduction to Cor_ttempo-
rary Civilization, many Columbia stadents were touched by his nove’:l
approach to teaching, but none more than Stryker. Under Tagwell's
tutelage, Stryker became obsessed with the problem of how to commu-
nicate social and economic realities visually. In 1924, [[\J..gwell OE'E'er‘ed
Stryker—now his graduate teaching assistant—rthe position ch joint
anthor” in exchange for selecting images and preparing captions )?’or
an econoiics textbook he was preparing. Stryker’s fascination with
the problem of visual communication now had a perfect outlf-:t.

Published in 1925, the book, American Economic Life and the
Means of Tts Tmprovement, toreshadowed the social radicalism of the
New Deal in general and the photographic publicity of the RA alf].d.
FRA in particular. Written when the religion of monfay was at 18
height and images were routinely employed to aggTa.ndlze.the cult of
prosperity, the book provided a refreshingly subver:swe i of.' words
and images, one that stressed the economic hardships and soelall con-
tradictions that lurked beneath the surface of the good life. Wh_Jle 1‘;he
book echoed Simon Patten’s optimistic faith that industrial civilization
had the potential to bring about a new and universally impr.oved ste?n-

dard of living, its assessment of the present was that thlsl promise
remained largely unfulfilled. Against the widely promoted idea i_:hat
America was a land of general prosperity, the authors of Amer:wan
Economic Life dissected Arerican society into woefully unequal thirds.

At the top of the heap were the wealthy, the 1 percfmt of the pop-
ulation that garnered 12 percent of the national income—often



without even working—and whose assets constituted an even larger
percentage of the nation’s wealth.

Below these people stood an. intermediary group—13 percent of the
population, according to Tugwell—who were defined as those living at
the “comfort level.” These were the middle class who, oceasional difficyl-
ties notwithstanding, enjoyed a “regnlar money income” and who, in the
1920s, benefited from the proliferation of modern consuraer goods.

Beneath these two groups were that 86 percent of the population
whose lives were mired in poverty and whose social lives were marred
by a combination of “discontent and erime.” This group comprised
rural and wrban working people who, despite their often arduous
labors, earned only a “bare subsistence.” Tt also included the growing
number of unemployed people.

In the face of these Potentially explosive social divisions, Amer-
wean Economic Life and the Means of Its Improvement offered a
number of proposals designed to promote the “economic progress of
society as a whole.” These proposals included the modernization and
improvement of living conditions in cities and the depressed agricul-
tural heartland, a more just distribution of meome, the establishment
of collective bargaining rights, and comprehensive social and eco-
nomi¢ reorganization and planning. In an era of laissez-faire, it was
an argument for energetic economie interventionism.

Written by Tugwell, the book’s text relied on 2 range of eloquent
sources to make its points, but it was the photographic element of the
book, concocted by Stryker, that stood out as its most articulate fea-
ture. None of the pictures were taken by Stryker, nor did he commis-
sion anyone to take new photographs for the volume, His approach to
the pictorial ingredient of the book was essentially curatorial; he col-
leeted pictures and wrote captions for them.

Locating the photographs that would provide a picture of social
conditions and would elevate social consciousness, however, was not
an easy task. As historian Jack Hurley noted, most serious photogra-

phers of the period—people like Edward Steichen or Edward
Weston—were exploring the camera as an artistic instrument, and
most of the mass media were using photographs “to present an ideal-
ized view of life as it ought to be, rather than life as it wag.”®
In response, Stryker went to three sources for his photographs.
When appropriate—to depict a rural setting, for example—he uged
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photos from stock photography agencies like Bwing-Galloway. 'llldo;;
ument manufacturing processes and to portray new consumer b?ol
available to the comfort class, he procured photos from the publicity

number of companies. -
depa]zcri?: zszi to represent the deplorable. disparities of A?ner]li}can
Yife, however, he turned to a man Wh.O, during the Progl'.:"ess?we Hi;z,
had pioneered in the field of social photography, ] ;ms > th(;
Stryker’s debt to Hine is evident throughout the book. Desp e
fact that many of the pictures were now twenty years old, more



a third of the photos included in the book had been taken by Hine,
who obligingly opened his files to Stryker.®

Beyond his reliance on Hine's images, however, Stryker also drew
on the photographer’s wisdom about the ways that photographs
might be used to offer social arguments. Of particular advantage was
Hine’s thinking on the use of “social pen pictures,” compelling cap-
tions to aceentuate a photograph’s appeal.

In American Economic Life, Stryker carried the social pen pic-
ture, as an instrument of persuasion, to an unprecedented—often
thoroughly manipulative—level. Pictures that, without words, might
have been open to a wide range of interpretations were marshaled for
singularly didactic and frequently melodramatic purposes.

A photograph of a pastoral rural landscape, with the added cap-
tion “An isolated region—where roads are poor and neighbors few,”
for example, became an argument against the dulling solitude that, in
Stryker’s mind, hobbled the lives of many Americans.®

Other captions were aimed at evoking for a reader the experience
of terrible working conditions. A picture of children picking cotton in
Texas is punctuated by the words “The sun is hot, hours are long,
bags are heavy” and by the sardonic observation that some cold-
hearted people actually see the “diseipline of work like this” as just
“what children need!”s

A picture of a Bowery bread line was reinforced by a historical
commentary addressing the cruel ironies of an industrial civiliza-

tion that, though capable of producing plenty, continues to harbor
want.

To beg for bread has been the ultimate degradation throughout
human history. Men and women will suffer most indignities
and survive most shames before they come to this. In an age of

surplus the bread line still survives, though shrunk in
numbers.®

A woman sitting on a sidewalk, her head buried in her hands, is
explained by the eulogy: “Despair—an unrecognized by-product of
industry.”* A close-up of a young man working at an industrial loom
is described as “A youthful machine-tender in an immense impersonal
factory.” A similar picture, this time with a young gir], is presented to

. pous work.

emphasize that there was “Neither joy nor interest in this monoto-
735

With each caption, Stryker sought to emphasize the often umecog—
nized social forces that were at play in the everyday experiences of ordi-
nary individuals. This intent didn't only & cuide his delineation of poverty,
it was his overarching approach to representation throughout the book.

As applied to those living at the “comfort level, ” for example,
Stryker’s “descriptive economies” provided a powerful rejoinder to his
portrayals of poverty. A well-dressed mother and her two children,
seen at the front door of their suburban home, provided an opportu-
pity for the reminder that “Mothers and children have a better
chance on the comfort level.™ _

A picture of a prosperous young couple, sitting in their well-
appointed living room, was used to instruct readers that the mamte-
nanee of such a setting “is dependent upon a regular money income.”

Captions also contrasted the subjective lives and splptual fulfill-
ment of people living at different social levels. A portrait of a gray-
haired man wearing eyeglasses and a jacket and tie, for e?rample,
provided a chance to contemplate the divergent patterns of aging that
mark different strata. -

A member of the professional group—neither tired of his job
nor tired by it; still keen and alert, his greatest usefulness just
beginning at an age when wage-working men and women are
beginning to wonder what luck old age holds in store for them.”

A picture of a middle-class “musician in his studio” was ir.xterpreted
by the doleful observance that “genius is not always permitted such
favorable surroundings.” .

If pictures of people at the “comfort level” were employed t(.J visu-
alize a beneficial way of life, a standard for all Americans, the lives of
“the rich” were framed by an aversion rarely encountered during the
1920s. A hotel in Pabn Beach was deseribed simply as “a place where
riéh men idie.”® A picture of a mansion in New York City, its “win-
dows and doors boarded up,” provided the opportunity for a discourse
on the yearly migration patterns of plutocrats. The house, th:e caption.
explained, “will no doubt remain in this condition except during a few
weeks in the fall, when its owners come back for an interval between
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shore or mountains in the north and shore or mountains in the south.
Tt jg interesting to note,” the eaption adds, in reference fo the spa-
ciousness of this sporadically inhabited dwelling, “that within a few
blocks of this house is one of New York’s most crowded sections.”®



Though prepared as a course text, initially for freshmen at
Columbia University, American Eeonomic Life and the Means of Its
Improvement pointed to a pictorial publicity that veered dramatically
from the visual thinking of its time. While Stryker’s pictures were
arranged to strike an emotional nerve, their claim was toward an
objectivity—a doecumentary realism—that had, in large part, been
abandored by modern picturizers. Unlike the overtly idealized
imagery, the psychologically inclined “masturbation of the eye” that
had gained prominence throughout the 1920s, these pictures with
aphoristic captions offered to Uluminate actual soeial experiences, to
present verifiable social facts,

In the twenties, this approach to visual publicity stood at the
margins of society. It was a technique used by a team of radieal eco-
nomic thinkers to examine social and economic trends, to challenge
the establishment, and to question prevailing notions of “prosperity.”
It was also employed to propose a vision of democracy that would
extend to a greater number of Americans, Part of what is remarkable
about the book, even today, is its spirited dissent from the ethic of
commereial boosterism. In the context of the Great Depression, how-
ever, and backed by a government that was putting many of their
once heretical ideas into action, Tugwell and Stryker’s publicity of
“descriptive economics” began to exert an influence on the counte-
nance of American political culture itself. Though boosterism would
continue to inform the inflection of commercial advertising and sump-
tuous products and settings were a typical aspect of escapist films in
the thirties, a more critical €ye was advancing into the American
mainstream.

The time was 1935 and the place was the RA, an independent
New Deal agency with Tugwell at its head. The RA was engaged in a
range of activities designed to reconstruct depressed rural areas. In
addition to “land-uge” programs and “loans and grants to individuals
and groups of farmers,” the RA also sponsored a number of social
experiments, mmcluding federally funded suburban communities,
“Greenbelt towns” ag they were called, and “several experimental
communal farms for rural families that had suffered displacement.”®

It was these expefiments, explicit challenges to the religion of private

THE NEW DEAL AND THE PUBLICITY OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE | 273

oy ey ST NI TR M A PATRE H T  PEE ereo
3 ) L LKA T EUE R P  LoAS L A TEASAY
A A e LA b Bl LN T3

enterprise, that prompted Tugwell to set up.a.n “Informahc_)n Divi-
sion” 10 tell the RA’s story and to combat anticommunal, ant.}.govem-
ment propaganda that was sure to come from the comumercial press

" and from an inereasingly mervous business community more gener-

ally. Following a guiding precept of publie rglatiogs_t_hinkﬁg that
dated to the turn of the century, the Informatlofl Dmswn‘ was 'Il‘ug~
well’s apparatus for winning the hearts and minds of %mddle-c ass
Americans to the RA's social democratic cause. But unlike progres-
sivism, the appeal reached beyond the middle-class toward han
expanded—Ilargely immigrant and Workin.g-class—electorate 1! a.“;
constituted the base of FDR’s support. Like other componem_‘,sdo
New Deal culture, the Information Division endeavored to build a
- ited fromt. .
crOSST;La;flfznrﬁ:iion Division was a multimedia enterprise, cb'reneramng
radio programming and—as was mentio_ned—ﬁJ.ms. At itg eeger,
however, stood something called the Historical .Sectmn,. headed by : g-
well’s old friend Stryker, which was charged with the ']0]? of ;l)rolducmg
and disseminating a photographic record of the RA and its mission. .
In this regard, it was remarkably successful. Between 1935 an
1943, when the Historical Section (by then a part of. ’f:he Office of War
Tnformation) was disbanded, Stryker’s uncanny ability to tell sto;'les
through pictures would condition the ways ‘that maxy people ux{l:hm.-~
stood not only the hardships of the depress‘uon, bT..lt themselves, their
fellow Americans, and their society. This time, with the federal gov-
ernment subsidizing his visual appetites, Stryker no lmlgeyziJj had to
rely on previously taken photographs. He could p?ren; FZ Azw;
irnages, shot with the programs of the RA, and then with the
mmibetting Stryker in this enterprise was a band of men and
wormen—some with minimal prior experience as .phc?to documentar]—s
ians—many of whose names would become celestial in the a,nnalé o1
American art: Walker Evans, Ben Shahn, Dorothea Langg, tarf
Mydans, Russell Lee, Arthur Rothstein {also a former stu eI:I ok
Tugwell at Columbia), Marion Post dWc;Eott, John Vachon, Jae
ier, Sheldon Dick, and others. ‘
Delalioészi(i:f;s, the work of the Historical Section ?was a contmu.—
ation of efforts begun with the publication of fiﬂ?emcqn Econmﬁfoc-:
Life. Yet since Stryker was now able to commuission his own pho
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tographs and was in a position to guide the process of their creation,
he felt less obliged to explain them with words. FDR—in his fireside
chats and elsewhere—was already furnishing stirring  captions.
Breaking from the double-barreled tactic of image and eaption that
had been employed in his and Tugwell’s textbook, this time Stryker
threw his confidence squarely behind the eloquence of images. Cap-
tions were terse when provided, simply identifying a subject.

Barely a year after Stryker’s RA serviee began, the writer James
Agee—whose collaboration with photographer Walker Evans, Let s
Now Praise Famous Men, would emerge as a classic piece of New Deal
culturen—baptized_the camera as “the central instrument of our time.”
In words recalling those of Walter Lippmann in Public Opinion, Agee
observed that “the camera ean do what nothing else in the world can
do: . . . perceive, record, and communicate, in foll unaltered power, the
peculiar kinds of poetic vitality which blaze in every real thing and
which are in great degree . . . lost to every other kind of art.”+

More than any other medium, he judged, the camera could simmn-
late the impact of a face-to-face encounter It could exert what Lipp-
mann had termed an unparalleled “anthority over the imagination.”
At the tiller of the Historical Section, Stryker went forward with the
same assumptions. He believed that z photographer, adequately
instructed, could guide the process of interpretation by a viewer and
could encourage a better understanding of the world existing beyond
the frame. “If a photographer understands the social forces present
in a scene,” he maintained, “the resulting photograph should be a sat-
isfactory pietorial representation.”” Properly formulated, Historical
Section photographs should require no additional words to commnuni-
cate relevant social and economic realities. With this idea in mind,
Stryker provided his photographers with straightforward instructions

for their assignments. As Dorothea Lange prepared for her first RA.
photo excursion in 1936, for example, Stryker requested:

‘Would you, in the next few days, take for us some good sham
pictures in the San Francisco area. ... We need to vary the
diet in some of our exhibits here by showing some western
poverty instead of all south and east. ... When you get to
Los Angeles, I think it might be worthwhile to see 1f you can

l trip to Pennsylvania’s eo
revealing his ability to identify
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ick up some good shum pictures there also. Do not folliget
: o i as
fhat we need some of the rural slum type of thing as we

| the urban.®

1938 letter to Sheldon Dick, briefing the photographer ’1“12)1" :
o al region, Stryker was even more exp ?,1 \
ify the “social forces present in a scene.

The specific things I noted when I was there were that ];he
i lvania mountain valley.
dropped. dowm into a Pennsy : .
%Oxzn heII)'E you look is man-made desolation, waste p11e‘s,
bar;ylzlls dirty streets. It is terribly important t]l:a.t yow; ;1;
! - 3 O‘lm
he town against this backgr
e way try to show t b
\Sm:ste piles and coal tipples. In other words, 1t 18 & coa% tozw;
d your pietures must tell it. It is a church dommae'
ace The place is not prosperous, people are 1oa,ﬁ.ng 11;
.. \ ]
saloons and around the streets. You must get this feehn?P ]:e
unemployment. There are many u:clpa\?ed str_eets. e N
houses are old and rundown. The place is devoid of pamt.
am sure lots of cheap liquor is consumed for no 0;11(:. re;x:;):
i lot out the drabness of the place.
than in an attempt to b ; :
When you are ready to shoot people try to pick up s;ine}z?x:g'
of the feeling on the side of youth. Try to portray the hop

iti ! nfusions—Iliquor,
their position. . ..youth's co’ ‘
e . quor. The actual details will have to be

place. .

swing, sex, and more 1i
worked out by yourself.*

.- . . o
Not all the photographers aceepted their instruetions with equ

imity. Tensions between Stryker and Evans, in particular, were 1e§;
nmé;lty Yet as one approaches the thousands of ?hotogria&pb
Zzs::lyﬂt;led under the auspices of the RA and FSA, one 1; stxjgzhne};
t to which the images conform to a dl.Stht set of gut A
ﬂzrtledet;xlizndearee to which, together, they constltute'd a cohgx;nre ]ihat
]aljcity on betilalf of a renegotiated picture of Amenfaa,, a 111);:1 ure ek
clashed, eloquently, with what had governed America’s
ture in the 1920s and beforehand.
Tirst, most RA and FSA pictur\'es V\‘n—,\_re shot '
film. In preceding decades, the availability of modern

with black-and-white
synthetic.dyes
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(ABOVE AND OPPOSITE) RA and FSA portraits: Intreducing America to Americans.
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

and color photography had inereasingly defined the window dressing
of American industrial society; colorful products and representations
of produets had become part and parcel of visual eulture in general
and merchandising in partienlar. The choice of black-and-white film,
then—as historian Sally Stein persuasively argued—embodied a
decision to present a reality that contrasted with that seen in the
commercial sphere. Against the color-coded daydreams of advertising,
black-and-white photography claimed to reveal a truer, more sobering
reality, more in synch with the lives of real people.*

Yet beyond this socioaesthetic eonsideration, there were also
recurrent— often overlapping—subjects and themes that unified the
pictures of the FSA as g publicity campaign. Many of the pho-
tographs were simply portraits of people, alone or in groups: portraits
of Americans. Other photographs drew attention to the arduous
social, economie, and environmental cireumstances faced by these
people, conditions that the RA and F8A sought to remedy. A third
group might be said to comprise a portrait of America as a place, doc-
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amentations of everyday life: the homes, the land, and the towns
i Ord]n:‘;rymi:li?c;g’plgeine after another, stand at dran:ta.tic
ad T::t]f:raditions of portraiture that had domix‘zated 'to tha; tm;g:
o Stott wrote that F'SA. documentary was ‘.a. rafllcaﬂy _em
zf::ainre” that uplifted the ordinary while dimeshJI%g t:ﬁ ]Isf:;
y high and mighty.*® This standard was eox.ltmu \g °
s Oftiheimides Against a history that had habitually danmeA
o byeo ?e as gel(;nging to a faceless, often loathsome crowd, Fsif_
PO:Z' pitspaccentuated the humanity and dlgmty of those. whg ot
o ;a America’s dust bowl. If most earlier photo portraits oL p o
o 1m re either condescending and clinieal or v?'ere mar]f«red bylt e
oo :,V(:: fashion—in a studio setting—a decidedly m.l-ddle—c :auszsl
?aﬁ?ilf tlfese were portraits that dign?ﬁed a,nd. emphasized har
k a,nd suffering as a credential of one’s human_lty. e
" This was the “salt of the earth.” It was not simply pfverty eng
pomray:d, it was people. Tagwell had instructed Stryker, Roy, a man
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may have holes in his shoes, and you may see the holes when you take
the picture. But maybe your sense of the human being will teach you

When Stryker claimed that the Historical Seetion “introduced
Ameriea to Americans,” he underlined the extent to which the pho-
tographs presented a portrayal of America and of the American
people that had, to that point, been largely invisible in a national,
mass-mediated culture. Poor white tenant farmers from Alabama;
black cotton pickers on 2 plantation in Mississippi; children without
shoes; flood refigees; unemployed miners; “Oldes” on the road
seeking a better life; breast-feeding mothers with worried looks in
their eyes; migratory Mexican field workers; furrowed and callused
hands; men on a chain gang or a county farm; a black teacher in a
dilapidated rura) school, using chalk on a broken slate in her
struggle to enlighten the children; community sings; and a sma]l

cans that challenged the hegemony of middle-class Anglo-America,
and they set the stage for battles over American identity that even
now, at the edge of a new millennium, are still with s,

In the 1930s, this was a picture of the nation that the American
middle elass—for whom the photographs were, in large part, being
produced—had not seen before, certainly not in publieity coming
from the federal government. In most prior representations of the
poor, the character of thejr otherness wag conspicuous. “These are
not people like you,” most pictures had silently declared; “these are
people to be feared.” Messages like these had helped to erect a polit-

(OrrosTe) FSA photographs illustrating social, economic, and environmental condj-
tions. Arthur Rothstein's 1936 photograph of a steer's skull on the parched earth
of Pennington County, South Dakota, provoked a controversy over the authen-
ticity of FSA images when it wag discovered that it was only one of a series of
pictures of the skull, each shot against a different terrain, Anti-New Dealers
pointed to Rothstein's picture as a sign that FSA pictures couldn't be trusted,
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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ical barrier between the middle and lower classes, even during the
Progressive Era. More recently, from the mid-teens through the
twenties, the silent eloquence of images had been used to forge a
psychological bond between middle-class Americans and large
corporations.

The political success of the New Deal, however, required a dif-
ferent argument, one that transcended the impediment of otherness
that divided a photographice subject from the audience and, more
Important, one that encouraged a process of identifieation between
the viewer and the viewed, between the mddle class, new working-
elass voters, and the poor. Stryker’s old school mate Arthur Rothstein
had argued that “the lens of the camera is, in effect, the eye of the
person looking at the print.”™ In the hands of Rothstein and other
RA and FSA photographers, this understanding gave rise to a por-
traiture in which the subjects and the audience entered into close eye
contact. These portraits did not afford the spectator the luxury of
safe distance; they consciously asked the viewer to project himself or
herself into the reality being Dbortrayed, into the everyday lives of the
people in the pictures. In the depths of the Great Depression, a
middle class that was itself enduring considerable pain had grown
uncharacteristically responsive to this call,

The FSA portraits were unquestionably influenced by the eye of
Hine, but they also represented Stryker’s detachment from the world-
view of the celebrated Progressive documentarian. In preparing
American Beonomie Life in the mid-twenties, Stryker had been deeply
affected by—and heavily dependent on—Hine’s visual sensibility. As
a result, although the hook devoted a great deal of attention to the
problems of agricultural poverty, its visual idiom was strikingly urban
and industrial. This urban industrialism made sense, Much of Hine’s

sented a vision of fhe people that was quite different; overwhelmingly
rural, stridently American. This vision was probably essential to thejr
broad appeal. Though the people portrayed were markedly diverse,
their framing was mythically Jeffersonian. The weathered faces and
the callused hands evoked those of heroically self-sufficient pioneers,
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pictures o1 every n Ly
FSA i ken hovels and along the dus

i day life. On the walls of br_o 5 dusty
d ltht:rprc»mfis.:s of th); consumer culture furnished stunning proof of their ow
roads,
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now in need of help. They seemed to be awaiting Henry Fonda to por-
tray them, and he would.

If the portraiture provided “handles for identification” between
spectators and subjects, other photos furnished dramatic visual
metaphors by which social, economic, and environmental problems,
primarily those atflicting America’s heartland, were made legible to
the urban middle clags. In 2 grainy print, a man and his son are seen
“Fleeing a Dust Storm” in Cimarron County, Oklahoma, A family—
its worldly possessions piled in a small wagon—rtrudges along a
barren highway, graphie evidence of social displacement. A hastily
dug grave with a rough-hewn headstone, a common dinper plate atop
the mound of dry, recently shoveled earth, provides silent testimonial
to a casualty along the road. A ramshackle triple-decker building with
a muddy backyard presents a vivid demonstration of substandard
housing. A crude sign for a twenty-cent flophouse becomes a marker
of general want. A black man sipping from a “colored” water barrel in
the South points to the legacy of embedded racial segregation that—

with proper attention—might also be remedied. A “Christmas
Dinner in Yowa,” captures four raggedy children, sitting in a leaky
cabin, eating their scanty holiday meal out of g rusty, chipped bowl,

Contextualizing the portraits of people and their dire eireum-

stanees were photographs that collectively amplified 2 broad
panorama of everyday life. Many were of exteriors that told important
American stories: deerepit cabins and outbuildings on a plantation
where children and grandchildren of slaves continued to live, street
Scenes in small towns where unemployed men wiled away their days,
rural churches where the forgotten kept their faith and gave their
thanks to God, dilapidated smali-town general stores where both mer-
chants and customers eked out a bare living, and local cafés where
ordirary people came to eat and socialize. ,

Other photographs were of interiors, places where people lived
and assembled their material culture. Evans produced many portraits
of the simple implements of Life—a washstand and kitchen table, a
bucket, a chair, a bed, 3 fireplace, tin plates, laundry, a broom, and
the decorations that poor people put on their walls, Despite the mea-
gerness of these places and objects, Bvans’s camera offered them an
almost reverential status as marks of authenticity.

THE NEW DEAL D THE PUBLIUIT 01 SRSt | <o
What is striking about these images of ev?ryé.lay hfe:i:?r:é
hen viewed I relation to the cgmmercml Pnage{ry hat had
laﬂY . d in the twenties—is the marginal, sometimes 1ronic sta
N Htlarcial culture within them. The jerry-built s?aops that are
- the' . wan street scenes, for example, display the signage of big
o . ma]ér%LF 0il, Coca-Cola, NEHI sodas, Dr. Pepper, Bud-
bu»?mesig d Prize’:’—-—but in these photographs the s1g1-:15 Wer'e
VV_leer: frjllll ir merchandising luster. In their black-and-white post-
d-WeSted ) enow testified to the extent to which the culture ?f pros-
Wf{IE;S:;i:Z once buoyant symbols stood in a state of disrepajzc--:a:l -
P interi 11 bols of the commerel -
f the interiors, as well, syml :
tureI—n—II]:zgnZzione advertisements or promotional :ie;j}air:;;;az;
aled as tattered debris, scraps of paper pasted on o
J-i'e"e ther from leaking through cracks between the timbers
m@em:n:nﬁat:shift gesture toward decoration. Against tlllehwdall:uzf
. -
l(c);oken hovels, the promises (::f the G?P};S:::; cchuilrtzsres :I.u:::;t : mi .
i i iness. ‘
Zﬁfep;?tﬁ:fd::gje;?;ls e]ztzween commereially promulgated ideals
' it 8. ’
e %ﬁﬁﬁ?;‘;ﬁ;‘ﬂfjﬁi diverse portrayal of Americans thlfm-
1 rovided a defining thread in mueh FSA pho‘.cogiraphy T ;S(?
S(? ‘;ii:eg visual style employed a language of contrad_lct%on. The)G “p 01
f;iraphs celebrated America while rejefzting an AmemcaFaJI;; 101::
cu?ture based on the religion of “prospemfy” and cotr)nmiiz(zs x Efual
Tn short, they encouraged people to rethink what bus

really meant.

In the early 1920s, Lippmann had theorf'zed that”p;;ple’s :Zuﬂ;i;:evhv:
framed by illusory “pictures in their I}eads. ese p o \ b
i d, were guided by culturally determined stereo:cypes 1fnen
::f;l:)ia;es that gave form and n:'meaalajng t0 pe?é)lz sanexpe;zl]:enr(:;
Throughout the twenties, such t}unkm. . g had_ g;l :ri o
oeneration of image managers, publicists who in u§d icomum@r
:tereotype of democracy that was founded on the ideas o
Chm:clg a?l?eﬂ;biddd-l;:;%f 1;’1‘:0;1::’:::;;8 of economie co]laps? and fostered
by a g};neration of rev*i,sionist image makers, the prevailing stereotype



ey

BATTLES FOR THE “AMERICAN WAY"
i L o i Vet o e

of American democracy had changed. Tt was more inclusive, it upheld
an ideal of universal rights, and it cited the dire needs of regular
People—poor farmers, industrial laborers, the unemployed—as the
ultimate index of the common good.

With this change in stereotype, the idiom of visual publicity
itself had been transfigured. If twenties publicists had mounted
elaborate retajl dramas, with new consumer goods oceupying center
stage, the dramas being staged by New Deal publicity were human
dramas, with nnadorned and ordinary people at their center. In the
twenties, image makers had consciously exploited the realm of fan-
tasy; the new generation used images to evoke a sense of the real,
albeit a real that was deliberately devised to deliver a powerful emo-
tional punch. .

This new social aesthetic was not stmply the creation of RA/FSA
photographers. Like the visual oratory of prosperity, it was a product
of its time. It derived from the overwhelming realities of the Great
Depression. But from 1935 onward, the photographs coming out of
the Historical Section increasingly ereated poignant opportunities for
Americans 1o see themselves and their needs anew.

The simple existence and style of the images, of course, did not
create these opportunities. A basie element of Stryker’s mission was
the wide dissemination of his agency’s photographs, particularly
aimed at the middle-class electorate whose sympathies were essential
to the political viability of New Deal policies.

At first, the taking and collecting of photographs took precedence
over their exhibition, Within g year; however, display had hecome a
prime objective. ,

The first major exhibition of the photographs came at the 1936
Democratic convention. With the New Deal under continuing attack
from business and the political Right, the pictures’ outspoken depic-

tion of a devastated heartland and their remarkable pathos forcefully
seconded a radically demoeratic party platform that declared:

We hold this truth to be self-evident—that government in a
modern civilization has certain inescapable obligations to its
citizens, among which are: (1} Protection of the family and
the home; (2) Establishment of 3 democracy of opportunity
for all the people; (3) Aid to those overtaken by disaster.*
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‘The national attention began to snowball. At an annual H};]:;oto
ehibition sponsored by U.S. Camera ia 1936, four p1et1:];1rf-::zJ bﬁ S Xllzt
Y i hortly, the College
‘1 i aphers were included. S A
- S_e‘;;: I;h;?t%zngl organization of art educators, sponsored. a
" ASSOCI?JO‘ cohection of the pictures.® The photographers Were.becommi
}.m‘;:zjn:nt and their pictures were being venerated as imiportan
pI'O 2
‘ f modern art. ‘ ' _ .
;'Worljtono time was this artistic celebration more evident than in April
1938, when the First International Exposition of Ph;tography ya;
| : i the show, organize
tral Palace in New York. In ;
held at the Grand Cen : - In nom orgacee
People Live,” a se
d the theme, “How American £
a;%iis Were promi’nently featured. Among the seven thouslandlws(l)ic;s
. i letures was clearly -
t of these pic
on the first day, the impac . as cearly o
i i tten responses to the \

Iming. One after another, In written I it
v:ﬁd thebpower of the pictures, their ability to GO.'EIVEY Whatl O,I,l:i visitor
1c;ermed the “real life of a vast section of the Amerlfzan PEoD. ef. e TSA

i institutions were making use o

A growing number of ins :

7 'cturez Posf offices exhibited them as symbols ?f the govern. almen;;;
I;I:mpass-ion. Libraries offered them as edugatlo{lal ;naten n;s o
readers. Museums displayed them as art. Umverf‘smy ¢ ass;as i oo
nomics 'and sociology employed them as instructional too Z.re s b
* guccess of the photographs became evident, F'SA staffex: wi o
to take on publicity assignments on hehalf of- other bc:;remmd menta
agencies.” Stryker’s operation was providing a visual standar
’s rendition of Ameriean society. -

New'.[‘lljlzailmpact of the FSA, however, reached beyond msﬁttgcllonshzf
art, education, and government. Between 1'938 and 194(:;131 ; fdia
too‘,ra,phs began to appear, more and more, In the cm_nmer o, largé
of?en without credit. Among the national magamesd Wi X T,,;,.,;e

i ips in which F'SA pictures appeared wer ,
middle-class readerships in w. . 2 o oot

3 turday Evening Post, Survey hic,
Life, Look, Newsweek, Sa : i e

ers ’ jon’s Business, Today, Literary ) 2

s McCall’s, Fortune, Nation's : o

Z(qlf'i;;ent History, among others. The photos appea,red'm more;;;;:cm >
ized journals, like the Birth Control Review and Junior Sc? s Uised
zell 3'I‘hey Sl;OWBd up in big-city dailies—the Nelaw SI:ork %Tfes-t e
th . ictures routinely—and in small-town weeklies. Even. i s
' fi?ei wnatiributed, FSA’s visual epic of America was becommg a

O el

spicuous element in the culture-at-large.



Stryker’s lack of Proprietary instinet assisted this progression.
Whereas a leader of a commercial enferprise might have fought to
keep his company’s product from being used without proper identifi-
cation, Stryker’s sense of socigl enterprise led him in the Opposite
direction. “The basic need was to get the pictures before the public,”
explained Hurley, “direct publicity for his own group was a secondary
consideration.” This stance, Stryker’s willingness to see F'RA photos
stand as nothing more than soeial facts, clearly assisted in the dis-
semination of the FSA’s rendition of America.

In many ways, the American mass media actively participated in
the promulgation of the FSA way of seeing. Magazines not only used
FSA images directly, they also began to hire F'SA photographers or
photographers with an akin sensibility to produce photo essays for
their pages. Evans and Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, for
exawple, began as an assignment for Henry Luce’s Fortune maga-
zine. Margaret Bourke-White, who became a celebrated Life magazine
photographer, had taken pictures for a 1930 reissue of Tagwell and
Stryker’s American Economic Life. Many of her late-thirties images,
as well, simulated an F'SA sesthetie,

An FSA-like portrait of America also seeped into Hollywood films
to some extent. Even before Stryker’s work at the RA. commenced,
doenmentary-style portrayals of destitution were beginning to appear.
Mervyn LeRoy’s 1932 classie, I Am a Pugitive From g Chain Gang,
has the feel of the FSA photos, and LeRoy and Busby Berkeley’s
Gold Diggers of 1935 ends with a mournful tribute to “the forgotten
man.” King Vidor's 1934 film, Our Daily Bread, not only anticipated
the Historical Seetion’s visual style but, in its receptive depietion of
an agricultural cooperative, corresponded with some of the RA’s and
FSA’s utopian experiments. Fritz Lang’s Fury (1936) and Mervyn
LeRoy’s They Won't Forget (1937) both wrestled with the problem of
southern Iynchings using a naturalistic style. In 1940, The Grapes of
Wrath—in which Henry Fonda and the salt of the earth would finally
meld—borrowed conspicuously from the FRA in its foeus on rural
displacement and in its aesthetic intonation. Sullivan’s Travels (1941)
and other films bore the tmprint of Stryker’s enterprise.

What Steichen termed the “simple blunt directness” of the FSA
photos, however, was undeniable. The photos’ ability to leave a viewer
with what he defined as the “feeling of a living experience” magnified

i i i in which
the impaet of photojournalism. Yronically, iIn a bu;r;;asin n;nmon-
X tine readership was the name of the game an i
attmi;c' fvhich the FQA’s kind of photography spoke to readers,
ment in

i ive i gan to
" Jittle wonder that these problematically subversive mages beg

i the establishment culture. _ "
mpﬁ:zat:ny in the upper echelons of corporations aa;nd f(}):)l;i tht; p:v v
i i f New Deal publicy
i icht, the combined impact o . _ -
1cala,m:amj;nt’ht, even more S0 than its precarsor in the fE’rog'ressweé1 Efra-
31] yurin i]:;t carlier time, an anxious middle class served ;s a de e:;
- , asses.

sl bﬁﬂer between corporate power and the- wrath of 1113 e I(I)thh >
SW‘? tection had solidified during the twenties, than 1 4 g;l ot
s pr(;r industries and the spirit of booster}sm tied m;h ;aaﬂe
?Onsum the hitching post of business. Now, it sefeme.d,_ e : ?ﬂh :
1de§1£ tol s and the “Hoe Man” had become allies, joined by
middle clas

power and publicity of the federal government.



